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	1. Chapter 1: The Four Letters

Chapter One

The Four Letters

Some say our destiny is tied to the land, as much a part of us as we are of it. Others say fate is woven together like a cloth, so that once destiny intertwined with many others, it's the one thing we all search for or fight to change, some never find it, but there are some that are led. But I don't believe in those legends and I don't believe our land or our status defines us. I believe that are fate lies with in the others we meet and not the land we toil over. We have one person that we are defined by, one person that defines us and one person that we truly share everything with. I had not met my one person yet and was not at all eager to, for when that one person is found you realize who you are and what you want out of the time that is given to you, and I was not ready to know what I wanted out of life just yet, having too much fun exploring the wrong and the right ways of living my life. I was happy with my solitude, but my mother didn't see that.

I am Merida, first-born descendant of clan DunBrock and I was happy. My life was not with out its flaws; my mother was a prime example. She's in charge of every single day of my life. I have a certain amount of responsibility around the kingdom, being the princess and all, but my mother didn't seem to understand that I can do things on my own and do not need her telling me every step that I need to take. But I don't want to think about my mum right now, because today is one of those rare days when I don't have to be a princess. This is the day that our story starts, one particular sunny morning in the highlands of Scotland.

Merida was wrapped tightly in her four-poster bed, her flaming hair covering her face entirely and not allowing the sunlight that was peeping through the dusty curtains to wake the sleeping girl just yet. Merida was dreaming about flying, a popular dream for the young princess, enjoying the freedom and euphoria that only comes with dreamland flights. She had often gotten close to the sensation of flying on her horse Angus, but there was still ground thumping below, the birds were still above her and she never really felt weightless. Merida dreamed of seeing clouds scattered beneath her like tiny islands, feeling nothing around her but the cold bite of air as she sped through the sky, completely free. Smiling into her pillow Merida shifted in her sleep and the curl that was blocking her eyes from the stabbing sunlight dropped to her cheek, letting the light pierce through her eyelids and wake the dreaming princess. "Ah" Merida mumbled as she rolled over in her blankets and pulled the pillow over her head. She mumbled something about lessons and curled her fingers into her long locks, not wanting to get up and be taught how to strive for perfection. But then with a realization that sent a smile to her face, Merida remembered that today was one of her special days, the day that she gets all to herself with no lessons to interrupt. Beaming with a memorized joy Merida sprung out of bed, not feeling the least bit sleepy any more. As quickly as she could Merida dressed, grabbing a fist full of dark green material and throwing it on, not caring if it clashed with her hair or was no longer in style, all Merida was thinking about was _go_.

Running downstairs, Merida grabbed an apple and a biscuit off a tray that Maudie

was carrying, she could hear the maid's cries of shock disapproval as she sprinted down the hall way to the stables. She had everything she needed for a day of fun, a good breakfast, and a strong sun with a light breeze, her best horse Angus and her bow. Bursting out of the castle she ran pell-mell to the stable doors. Angus was already waiting expectantly for his rider as she came to his pen. Smiling Merida strapped his saddle on the steed and gave him the last of her apple to finish. "You ready for some fun?" she asked. The gray horse threw his head back in excitement and whinnied. "Right then lets go!" Merida shouted swinging herself expertly onto the horse's back. The pair sped towards the forest running as fast as they could, away from the castle and the rules and lessons that plagued their lives.

The day went as well as Merida had hoped. She had perfected her aim, not missing a single target as she sped through the dark green trees. She climbed the fire falls and drank from the waters; something that only the bravest of the ancient kings would dare to do. And she carved the symbol of flight into her bow, wishing that she could just sore upwards with the eagles that haunted the skies, flying far away from any thought of rules and princess hood. But like all good things in Merida's life, they were over far too quickly.

Shadows stretched their long fingers out, curling around trees and rocks and reminding Merida of the upcoming darkness. Sighing Merida slung her bow over her shoulder again and pulled herself back onto Angus.

Riding back to the castle was never as fun. Merida closed her eyes and pretended to be gliding over Scotland, her head buried in Angus' black mane.

Home rose up on the horizon, a great gray castle made of stones older than any person that has ever taken shelter inside its dark passageways. "Yah" Merida cried, urging Angus forward as the shadows grew longer and darker, twirling and winding up Merida's body to swallow half her face in midnight.

"Yeah think shill nag me for being late again?" Merida asked her whinnying horse as she shut him back in his stall. The horse snorted in response, giving Merida a small flick with his tail. "Blah, oats it is then?" Merida stammered as the tail slapped her square in the face. Angus gave a content snort as Merida went to fill up his trough.

The door banged open as Merida staggered into the dining hall, her arms laden with a plate of sweet rolls. Merida's family was half way through dinner, her mother Eleanor trying desperately to get her three little brothers to eat their haggis. Meanwhile Merida's Father Fergus was once again telling the family about his fight with the Daemon Bear Mordu. "You're late for dinner again Merida." Eleanor scolded as the princes trotted into the room.

"Uh Mum." Merida whined, sitting down next to her father.

"Merida really, this is the third time this week and its only Wednesday." Eleanor began, her fingers shuffling absentmindedly through a stack of documents.

"Oh Eleanor leave the girl alone, she's not that late." Fergus retorted, defending his rule-breaking daughter.

"Twenty-five minutes is not that late in your mind?" Eleanor replied dryly, looking steely eyed up at her king over one of the documents. Fergus seemed to shrink a little in his seat at that stare.

"Merida honey, try to be on time tomorrow." Fergus mumbled, looking apologetically at his frowning daughter. Merida sighed and took her bow off and placed it next to her on the table.

"Merida, I will not go over this again, no weapons on the table."

"Ah Mum, its just ma bow." Merida groaned, looking stiffly over at her mother, who was still fingering through documents.

"A Princess should not have weapons in my opinion."

"Dad?" Merida whined.

"Eleanor all children of the royal house are required to be trained in combat, it's a rule." Fergus saidmatter-of-factly. Eleanor opened her mouth to retort but was interrupted by the family gray's hound jumping up onto Fergus and licking his cheeks.

"Oh don't let them, oh" Eleanor tried, flinching as dog spit and food scattered everywhere. Merida giggled then glanced over to Harris, Hubert and Hamish who were still paying with their haggis. Grinning at them she pointed down at the sweet rolls. Their three small faces cracked into identical smiles as they nodded once and then ducked under the table. Merida slowly dropped the plate of rolls, letting the tray slide down her legs and onto the floor, under the long wooden table. Peering over at their mother to see if she suspected anything Merida frowned to see her anxiously picking up three white, blue and green envelops from a silver tray that Maudie had brought out.

"What are those Mum?" Merida inquired, her red locks falling onto her plate as she looked over at her wide-eyed mother. But the Queen was not paying attention to her; she was completely concentrated on opening each of the letters, hands shaking slightly as she did so. "Mum?" Merida asked again, a bit of impatience entering her voice.

"Fergus." Eleanor whimpered, looking happily up at her husband. The laughing king looked up from the two gray hounds to his wife, who was holding three envelopes in her trembling fingers. "Fergus they've accepted." The king's jaw dropped as he looked from the three scraps of paper to his confused daughter them back again.

"Who's accepted?" Merida asked nervously, her stomach knotting at the look of happiness on her mother's face.

"Boys!" Eleanor commanded, the three triplet's popping up from under the table. "You are excused." Eleanor cooed. The triplets bolted; their green tunics bulging with hidden sweet rolls.

The door swung shut behind the giggling princes and Merida sunk a little lower in her seat. "What did I do now?" Merida questioned, looking nervously at her mother.

"Your fathers got something to tell you." Eleanor said sternly and looked expectantly over at her husband. Merida turned her eyes from her mother to her father, the knot in her stomach tightened painfully. Fergus looked terrified at the thought of what he was going to have to say to his daughter. His gaze shifted from Merida's frightened blue stair, to a fork at his place.

"Uh- uh" Fergus stammered, but he was saved by the kitchen door banging open again and Maudie scampering in. The king collapsed back in his chair and gave a sigh of relief. Eleanor looked up at Maudie in confusion as the fat servant handed her another envelope. This one was brown and made of a rough thick parchment; it was singed slightly in one of the corners and was sealed with black wax. Over all, the thick filthy envelope looked very out of place next to its delicate white, blue and green fellows.

"What in heavens name?" Eleanor whispered, taking the brown parchment from Maudie. A small trail of dirt tumbled down from the ostracized letter, causing the Queen to frown in disgust.

"Its another suitors letter mam." Maudie whispered in answer to Eleanor's lost expression.

"Four? But there are only three kingdoms." Eleanor said slowly realization dawning on her pale face. "No, they wouldn't." Eleanor hissed. She slit the envelopes throat with distain and pulled out the grubby letter with unnecessary force. "Oh those barbaric pigs." the Queen spat, peering over the letter's contents. Merida's eyes widened at her mothers sharp tongue, never had she ever heard her mother speak like that about anyone in her life.

Eleanor?" Fergus asked, his expression very curious, trying to read his wife's lips as she read over the letter quickly.

"Vikings Fergus Vikings!" Eleanor snapped, throwing the letter from her curling fingers and slumping angrily against her chair.

"The Viking's are coming too?" Fergus bellowed joyfully, his whole expression changing from worry to complete euphoria.

"No Fergus no, that's bad."

"No it isn't, that's great news. Stoick the vast is coming right? With that crazy blacksmith! And it would be his son who's . . . " Fergus stopped smiling at those words, recalling the boys less than normal personality and size. If there was ever a black sheep of the village it was that kid.

"Yes Fergus." Eleanor hissed. "Vikings are bad; they are messy, loathed, frustratingly disobedient and have no idea how to run things properly. Do you really think that this sounds like a good candidate?"

"They don't sound that bad." Merida interjected. Both her parents jumped abruptly, realizing that she was still in the room.

"They're not, they are great fun." Fergus laughed, remembering his last visit to the shores of Berk. "Ah does old Stoick know how to tell a joke and the dancing they do. Ha! It's a sight to see." Merida giggled at these words trying to imagine what Vikings dancing looked like.

"But his son Fugues, does that sound like a good idea?" Eleanor pressed, bringing up Stoick's less than everything son.

"Ah well, I will admit he's a bit . . . " Fergus trailed off trying to think of an accurate word for what the boy was.

"Useless, accident prone, completely not what he should be?" Eleanor supplied, folding her arms and glaring at her husband.

"Ah well, to put it lightly. But you never know she might like him."

"Oh no way is she going to like him because he's not coming."  
>"Now Eleanor you cant just exclude the Vikings from competing, they are a part of our kingdom so by law they are allowed to put forth a suitor."<p>

"A suitor for what?" Merida asked shakily, the knot now twisting like a snake around her lungs and making it hard to breath.

"Oh for your betrothal." Fergus said casually, but then realizing what he said, slapped a hand over his mouth.

"Ma what!" Merida bellowed, springing out of her seat and backing away from the table. She looked from her mother's worried face to her father's traumatized one. "I'm not getting married."

"Merida I don't now why you're making such a big deal out of this, this is what you have been preparing for all your life." Eleanor said sternly, her mind not comprehending the frantic look in her daughter's eyes.

"NO! This is what _you_ have been preparing me for! I won't go through with this! You can't make me!" And with that Merida tore from the dining room slamming the door behind her. Silence fell like snow in the dining hall, Maudie was still standing there with her hands over her mouth and the king and Queen sat flabbergast in their seats. Finally Eleanor broke the silence.

"Subtle Fergus." Said the Queen dryly and got up to follow her fuming daughter. Fergus looked open mouthed at the retreating figure of his wife and then got up as well. Walking stiffly over to the four discarded envelopes he picked them up and placed them in Maudie's trembling hands.

"I want answers sent out to the suitors tonight Maudie."

"What- what do you want them to say sir?" Maudie stammered, her whole body quivering.

"That we graciously accept their offer's."

"Including the Vikings?" the frighten servant asked

"Yes especially the Vikings." The king replied, his lip curling. Maudie trotted away, her ears still ringing with Merida's shrieks. Fergus watched the door of the kitchen close behind the maid, leaving the battleground of a dining hall completely silent. Nodding once in the acknowledgement that his kingly duties were underway Fergus made to leave the dining room. He got half way to the door before a loud crashing noise rang out behind him. Spinning around, the king let out a grown. The dining table was toppled over on its side, spilling its contents everywhere. Food laid like dead soldiers, scattered in great mounds all over the stone floor. "BOYS!" Fergus yelled as he saw the long rope that was attached to his ankle. "BOYS!" He bellowed again. Three floors up the triplets giggled in unison, their mischievous work roaring through the ancient halls like a great black bear.

While all of this was going on, Merida was busy getting her anger out on one of her posts of her bed. "Who- does- she -think- I am!" Merida spat. With each word she swung her broad sword hard up against the post, splintering the wood and leaving a long gash in the polished mahogany. "AHHHHH!" Merida screamed throwing the sword across the room, it bounced off the wall, leaving a sizable dent in the woodwork. A knock came at the door and Merida turned sharply at the intruding sound. The stranger tried to open the door but Merida had barricaded herself inside, slamming a chair, two stools and a small table up against the hard wood door.

"Merida let me in." The muffled voice of her mother sounded as she tried and failed to open the blocked bedroom door. Merida just gave a loud huff and threw herself on her bed, her curls bouncing as she slammed her face into her pillow and gave a long drawn out scream. From the other side of the door Queen Eleanor could hear her daughter muffled shouts as she let loose her anger. "Maybe I better come back later." The Queen muttered to herself, now hearing Merida throwing books off her shelf. Back inside her room Merida was indeed tossing books from her shelf. Grabbing brightly collared bindings at random and chucking them fiercely across the room.

"WHY WON'T YOU LISTEN!" Merida shrieked kicking the now empty bookshelf in frustration. The shelf wobbled once and something hard fell on Merida's head. Swearing Merida clutched the top of her head, a hot stinging pain rolling down her body from her cranium. "What the?" Merida hissed looking down to see what had fallen from the top of the teetering shelf and collided so painfully with her skull. A black book with a dusted faded cover looked back at her, decorated with the twisting image of a red dragon sown into the cloth cover. Frowning Merida bent down and picked up the ratty thing, turning the book to the side to read the title. One word was stitched into the black spine, Dragons. Merida's memory suddenly flashed back to four years ago, when her dad had given her this book when she started learning about how to defend the castle from attack. She was twelve years old then and was being instructed about dragon raids. Merida's mother had told her that if a dragon raid did happen that she was to go to the keep and not make a sound. Merida had found this class very boring; dragons very rarely attacked the DunBrock kingdom, sticking mostly to the northern villages. But her father had given her this book to give her more interest in the subject. Peering through the book now Merida remembered the fascination that she had for the terrifying creatures the book discussed. She had poured over the ink drawings, never caring to learn about the great beasts, just enjoying the look of the creatures. Now that Merida thought about it she had wondered were this book had gone. Her mother must have placed it up on top of the bookshelf so that Merida would not get bad ideas. Heat boiled in her stomach again at the thought of her mother's stupid rules. Stomping over to her bed Merida jumped onto the messy sheets, throwing the book down beside her. Turning the fading pages a childhood terror rose up in her mind, looking with awe and excitement at the many different drawings of dragons. One page was dedicated entirely to the proper way to slay a Gronckle, describing the weaknesses and tricks to bring down the fire-breathing creature. "You would have to be out of your mind to fight that thing." Merida scoffed, turning the page to a beautiful drawing of Deadly Nadders. A light suddenly went off in Merida's head and she turned back to the page about fighting dragons. "I get to choose the challenge." Merida said slowly, her hair almost crackling with wicked glee. "Those boys need to go through a challenge to prove themselves to me, the one who passes it unscathed will then win my hand in marriage." An evil smile twisting around her delicate face Merida pulled the book up to her chest. "I would like to see them try." Merida whispered to herself.

Thinking quickly Merida pondered all the variables that would come if she really did go through with this challenge. _All the suitors were from the south_, Merida thought. _They have never even seen a dragon before, let alone slay one. The only suitor that would have a good idea of how to kill a dragon would be the Viking boy, but by the sounds of him he was not at all up for the challenge._ Eleanor's words bounce around in Merida's head as she thought over her plan, _useless, accident prone, completely not what he should be._ This did not sound like dragon killing qualities. Wrapping her arms around the black book Merida closed her eyes and held her breath, hoping against hope that her plan would work. "Please, please, please." She whispered, her brow furrowing as she prayed, "I don't want to get married."

The plan was set. She would challenge the suitors to slay a dragon for her, sounding much like the fairy tails Merida had grown up with. The boys from the south would have no idea how to kill the fire-breathing thing, and would probably run away from it, having no experience with giant reptiles. The boy from the North would have some idea of how to kill the Dragon, but would not have any way of actually doing it, being less than everything. Also it would probably take five to six days to find a Dragon for the suitors to fight, so Merida would have more time to convince her mother that she did not want to get married. _Yes_, Merida thought. _Everything might work out perfectly in the end._


	2. Chapter 2: The Village of Berk

Chapter 2

The Village of Berk

The Letters were sent out that night by carrier pigeons. Each small feathery thing had a red envelope tied to their leg, a different name scribbled on it in running black ink, McGuffin, Dingwall, Macintosh and Haddock. One pigeon broke off from the other three, shooting like a dart through the still night air. It was heading far north, about three days travel by boat, but by air, it was a mere four hours. Piping his little wings against his small feathery body, the pigeon gave a little peep as he lost sight of the dark green land beneath him, a chilly blue swallowing the lush friendly grass. On and on the pigeon flew. The Letter bounced against his feet as he tore through the air, slicing the silence like cloth with the small peeps that he shot out. Berk was only two hours away now.

Lights winked at the small bird in a friendly manner, twinkling at the tired pigeon like fallen stars as the bird soared down towards the sleeping Viking town. Looking around, the pigeon's eyes widened at the largest house in the town, smoke was pirouetting out of the dark chimney. Landing with a small thump on the Viking house windowsill the pigeon knocked on the thick lumpy glass pane with his small beak. A shifting could be heard from inside and a silhouette was cast against the window. The glass shook slightly and the window was opened. The pigeon peeped again as a hand reached out and grabbed the bird. Stoick the vast gave a chuckle as he brought the carrier pigeon inside, holding the small ball of feathers gently in his fist. "Gobber! I told you they would answer." Stoick boomed, laughing as he dumped the bird on the dining room table.

"They might have answered Stoick, but I don't think it's going to be the answer you want to hear." Gobber said sagely, lumbering over to Stoick from the fireplace and setting his tankard of mead on the table, next to the cooing pigeon. Stoick smirked at his friend's words and untied the red letter from the bird's leg. Ripping the letter open Stoick read the letter quickly, his gray eyes darting from side to side.

"So Stoick?" Gobber asked tentatively. Stoick did not answer, he was still immersed in the letter, but a small smile was twirling around his lips as he read on. Gobber reached down and picked up his tanker of mead again, intent on swallowing the last mouth full, but just as he lifted the mug to his lips Stoick let out a loud roar of laughter and slammed the letter down on the table. Gobber and the bird both jumped, the pigeon making a great squawk and flapping up to perch on Gobber's helmet. Gobber on the other hand had let out a cry of surprise and slopped the beer all down his front.

"I knew it! I knew that they could not refuse!" Stoick bellowed slapping Gobber happily on the back, "Didn't I tell yeah Gobber didn't I?"

"Oh yes you sure did." Gobber said sadly looking down at the spilt beer, "You sure did tell me."

"I'm going to go tell Hiccup the good news!" said Stoick happily, "He'll be so excited."

"Oh yeah," Gobber grunted sarcastically, "He'll just be tickled pink." Stoick did not seemed to pick up on the blacksmith's sarcasm for he merely waved goodbye to the ale stained Gobber and left the house, in search of Hiccup. Gobber let out a sigh as Stoick left, "You know," the blacksmith said seriously to the cooing pigeon still perched on the left horn of his Viking helmet, "I think that this might all work itself out in the end." The pigeon cocked his head and made a loud peep. "Oh now watch your mouth." Gobber snapped back "You don't know that." The Pigeon peeped again. "I will admit you have a point there but try to be less sour about everything." The pigeon cooed and ruffled his feathers once, "Yes much better, and now, lets see about finding you a place to sleep." Gobber left after that, his newfound friend perched on his helmet, cooing in a content way.

Hiccup was sitting in the back room of the smithy, arms resting on his desk and head buried in the green fabric of his sleeves. This was Hiccup's thinking position, and Hiccup was thinking harder than he had ever done before, trying to figure out the potentially life ending situation. Tomorrow he had to go up against a fearsome fire breathing monstrous nightmare, and secretly he had a Night fury hiding in his backyard, one of the rarest and most prized dragons in the whole archipelago and he was keeping it as a pet_. What am I going to do?_ Hiccup thought, his brow crinkling as he leaned back in his chair. Maps and diagrams were scattered all over his desk, red circles dotting good hiding spots and charcoal X's marked fishing ponds. This was all Hiccup could come up with, running away. Breathing heavily, Hiccup flung the treacherous map to the ground, eyes turning hard and cold for a second in a brief fit of panicked rage. "What am I going to do?" Hiccup spat, running his fingers through his choppy auburn hair. Jumping up from his desk chair, Hiccup dashed over to his bookshelf to look for something to help him. Running his shaking fingers over the leather spines, Hiccup faltered on one particular dusty book title. Pulling it out from its fellows Hiccup looked daggers down at the black cover, decorated with a red dragon sown into the fabric. "Stupid book!" Hiccup spat throwing the dragon book across the small candle lit room. "Why can't I just kill the damn dragon like everyone else!" Hiccup sobbed, slumping to the floor beside his small bookshelf. Running his fingers through his messy locks again, Hiccup tried with all of his might to think of a way out of fighting the dragon tomorrow, that did not involve running away or breaking a leg. Suddenly a loud bang could be heard from outside of the small office. Hiccup jumped and crouched down on the splinter minefield that was his office floor.

"Hiccup!" Astrid's voice cascaded out from the small crack in the door of the stuffy office. "Hiccup you better answer, you have some explaining to do!" Astrid shouted again looking around the blacksmith for the cowering boy. Hiccup of course did not answer. He had more sense then to stab a sleeping dragon in the eye, and by the sound of Astrid's voice she was angrier and as ready for blood than a hungry Nadder. Taking a deep breath, Hiccup crawled as quietly as possible to the slightly ajar door. Gasping in a final gulp of air Hiccup reached up to the mettle latch and slowly shut the door, praying to Oden that Astrid would not find him. The door shut with a slight snap and silence fell outside of the office. Hiccup's heart was in his mouth as he listened to the silence that was falling like hammers on his eardrums. Then he heard Astrid's alarmingly close steps fade away. Letting out a growl Astrid stomped out, swearing under her breath. "Where is that stupid kid." She snarled, slamming the door to the smithy behind her. Hiccup let out a long slow breath and leaned against the door.

"Thank gods." Hiccup breathed running a hand down his face and shaking his head once. Two weeks ago Hiccup would have liked nothing better than to have Astrid chasing him around like the black death, but now, when she was ready to rip him limb from limb to find out how he was doing so well in dragon training, Hiccup would rather be treated like nothing more than a pesky shadow by her again. "Like she would believe me if I did tell her." Hiccup scoffed, "Hey Astrid the reason why I'm beating you in Dragon training is because I actually have a pet Dragon named Toothless. Yeah he's a Night Fury, you know, the one that's the unholy offspring of lightning and death itself, but also likes belly scratches and Atlantic cod. I really hope you don't mind, and I'm glad that you understand that I trained a drag-" But Hiccups rant was cut off when the door of his office was opened behind him and Hiccup, who was still leaning up against the door, fell backwards and landed with a sharp intake of breath right underneath his father's curious gaze.

"Hiccup?" Stoick began looking down at his son, sprawled at his feet. Hiccup got up as quickly as he possibly could and stood awkwardly in front of his dad, utter surprise and shock splattered all over his freckled face.

"Oh um hi dad, hi, I was just . . . flooring, um w-what are you doing here?" Hiccup's eyes shifted from his father's confused face to a small red letter gripped in the hooligan's chief's fist. "What's that?" Hiccup asked, pointing down at the scarlet letter.

"This as a matter of fact is why I'm here."

"Oh . . . really, um, care to elaborate?" The awkward moment that was scratching like sand paper ended as Stoick smiled down at Hiccup and gestured for him to go inside the office. Hiccup walked slowly over to his desk again, pulling the small chair over to him. The chair legs grunted and moaned as they were dragged over the uneven wooden flooring, as if in some kind of warning to Hiccup to run now while he still had the chance. The small Viking boy looked up at his dad with curiosity, slowly rubbing his bruised arm from the unexpected fall.

"Hiccup," Stoick sighed, "I'm really sorry to tell you this but I have some bad news." Hiccup's expression twisted slightly.

"What?" He asked slowly.

"Unfortunately you can't fight the dragon tomorrow, now I know this-"

"Really!" Hiccup interrupted, an enormous weight lifted from his shoulders, "This is great, I mean this is," But then Hiccup realized what he was saying, "Uh I mean, Damn, really?" Hiccup corrected, filling the small sentence with as much sadness and disappointment he could muster. "Oh dad that's awful, I was really looking forward to um, doing that stabby stuff." Stoick was never good at seeing a lie with his friends and family, having gotten so good at spotting a subtle lie, that he was quite terrible at seeing a big one.

"Yes I know, it is rather poor timing, but there is a good reason why you have to miss the dragon fight tomorrow."

"Is it because you don't want to send your sixteen year old son into a cage with a Monstrous Nightmare?" Hiccup asked hopefully.

"What? No." Stoick laughed, waving a hand at Hiccup's ridiculous statement, "This is a good reason." Rolling his eyes Hiccup crossed his arms and waited for his father to speak, biting his tongue so he did not retort in a very sarcastic manner. "Hiccup your going to be part of a very old and important tradition amongst the people of Berk." Stoick said slowly, building up the surprise that he was about to dump on his son.

"Drinking?" Said Hiccup coldly.

"What no, this one is much more social and important." Stoick retorted, a bit taken aback by his son's apparent disgust.

"Well what is it then?" Hiccup asked with a bit of impatience.

"You're going to compete for the princess Merida's hand in marriage." Stoick said proudly. Hiccup just sat dumb struck for a second, his mouth dropped and his eyes widen.

"Um, what?" Hiccup said slowly, his arms falling limply to his sides.

"The Scottish lands lye three days south of here, their daughter Merida is going to be married off to the eldest son of one of the lords and chiefs of the surrounding lands, and I having only one son." Here Stoick paused, just briefly, but Hiccup noticed, the boy's cheeks burned with anger but he did not say anything, and Stoick continued. "So I have nominated you to compete in the games. We set sail tomorrow at dawn." Once again Hiccup just stared at his dad, mind reeling. Processing the information that was just thrown at him was more difficult than any dragon fighting class Hiccup had ever experienced. The words that his father had just casually mentioned to him shot through the trembling boy's brain, his mouth still dropped in disbelief.

"You want me, to fight for a girl's hand in marriage?" Hiccup asked slowly, his face bleached with shock. "I have no idea who this girl is, where she is and what she's like, and were leaving tomorrow?" Stoick nodded with a small smile, thankful that his son understood the situation. "WHAT?" Hiccup gasped, louder than he had expected. "I can't just go marry some girl I don't even know! I have a life here, a home, Astir-" Hiccup stopped himself from mentioning Astrid's name, not wanting to bring up a touchy subject with his dad, who was less than brilliant at dealing with Hiccup's problems.

"Hiccup, you need to understand, you have to marry the Scottish girl, if you marry her then we will have enough men to defeat the dragons, we can have our lives back son." Hiccups innards curled at those words. Dragons. Like always this was about dragons, his tiny fists clenched at the unfairness of the situation.

"You want me to marry this girl so we can use their army?" Hiccup grumbled, his bangs falling over his darkened eyes as he looked up at his father. "Well I guess that makes sense." Hiccup spat, sarcasm dripping from every syllable.

"Good, I'm glad you understand son." Stoick sighed placing a comforting hand on Hiccup's shoulder and making the boys back bend from the weight.

"But I wasn't-!" Hiccup started but once again his dad paid no heed.

"You'll need this." Stoick said cheerily, dropping a large leather sack into his son's arms.

"What?" Hiccup grimmest, holding the sack a little ways away from his body, not wanting to make too much contact with it.

"Oh and this." Stoick added, dropping a small short sword onto the sack. Hiccups hole body bent forward as the sword was tossed nonchalantly onto his shaking arms. "Normally the challenges involve fighting, and what better way than by sword."

"Wait what challenges?" Hiccup stammered as his father pushed him out the door of his office.

"Well how else do you win a princess' heart then by fighting for it?" Stoick responded as he shepherded his reluctant son towards the door of the smithy.

"I thought dinner and a good conversation would be nice too?" Hiccup retorted stiffly, cradling the sword awkwardly in the leather bag.

"Nah, we're Vikings, we don't really do talking." Stoick laughed and with that pushed his son out the door. "Now go home and pack, I need to inform the other Vikings about our new plans."  
>"But dad-" Hiccup started; however Stoick was no longer listening. His back was turned and he was running in the other direction, up towards the dining hall. Hiccup's shoulders dropped as he looked down at the short sword. "How am I going to explain this to Toothless." Hiccup moaned.<p>

Hiccup did not bother with the packing, not just yet. Throwing the bag and the sword angrily on the ground near his desk, Hiccup ran over to his small wooden bed. Throwing himself down on the uneven wooden paneled floors, Hiccup reached a hand out into the darkness that inhabited the space beneath his bed. A clink of metal sounded and Hiccup's hands closed around something cold and leathery. With a small groan Hiccup pulled out a black artificial tail fin, with copper gears lining the side of the hand-made creation. Nodding once Hiccup heaved the black tail fin up and ran out of his room, leaving his sword resting forgotten next to his Viking helmet.

Panting Hiccup ran from his house, eyes fixed on the dark tree line of the wild shrubbery outside of his village. Jumping over logs and duking under branches, Hiccup bolted to the clearing that Toothless was sleeping in. Night was at its thickest, swallowing all thought of calm that Hiccup normally felt running through these woods. Long black shadows stretched out like pillars, casting lines upon the small boy's body. Black squirrels scurried up and down the rough branches of the pine trees, hissing and chattering at Hiccup as he sped through the darkness. The Viking felt like he was intruding on something sacred and alien to him as he clambered over a large bolder, pulling the leather tail up to rest next to him. Hiccup cast a worried look around the still darkness. Then taking a deep breath Hiccup slid down the rock, keeping a firm grip on the artificial tail. He went speeding down the deep scar in the earth that Toothless had made when he crashed into the ground the night Hiccup had shot him out of the sky. Tiny pebbles and clumps of dirt went cascading down beside the boy, as he slid toward the clearing where he knew Toothless was sleeping. Stumbling up from the long slide he had just done, Hiccup brushed himself off quickly and picked a dry leaf out of his auburn hair. Hiccup then bolted forward towards the clearing.

Reaching a large pile of rocks, Hiccup expertly maneuvered his way through the stone maze having done it too many times to count. But the boy then winced as he knocked his head against a dead branch that had somehow managed to wedge itself between two rocks. Muttering insults under his breath Hiccup finally stumbled to the end of the maze and blinked in the sudden light. The Moon was smiling down at the dirt-covered boy, looking a like a toenail in the dark velvet sky. Hiccup gazed shakily around the small clearing and spotted a large smudge of black, looking like an ink stain in an otherwise green surrounding. Smiling Hiccup jumped down from the small cliff he was positioned on and walked quickly up to the sleeping dragon. "Toothless!" Hiccup called hugging the tail fin to his chest. The black dragon snorted once and opened his eyes wearily. "Yeah buddy, I know it's late but this is important." The dragon's eyes narrowed slightly and gave Hiccup a quizzical look.

Hiccup explained the recent situation he had just been dumped on by his dad, expressing his worry and confusion about the current calamity in his otherwise simple life. Toothless listened closely, his ears dropping and his pupils dilating. Sadness was something that dragons very rarely show, as expression is rather limited in their faces, but now, the normally bouncing Night Fury looked just plain gloomy. Hiccup finished his story with a small smile, and rubbed his hand over the dragon's warm scaly head. "I just don't understand bud, nothing seems to make sense anymore." Toothless gave a comforting gargle and rubbed his nose into the small boys chest. "But- I have to try Toothless, I need to do this so I can finally do something useful, for my tribe, for my dad- . . . this could be the thing that I was meant to do, marry this girl." Toothless gave the sad boy a lick, soaking his hair in dragon saliva. Hiccup gave a small laugh that was mixed with a gasp of disgust. "Toothless, yuck, was that really necessary?" Hiccup croaked, wiping the drool from his eyes. Toothless gave a gummy smile then spotted the black prosthetic tail on the ground behind the boy. Cocking his head, Toothless paced over to the tail and gave it a quizzical sniff. Hiccup looked over to see where Toothless was going and spotted the forgotten prosthetic too. "Oh uh, yeah that." Hiccup said sadly walking over and picking up the tail fin. Toothless looked questioningly at Hiccup, not liking the smell that was drifting off the dejected boy. "Toothless, if I do win the challenges and Princess Merida marries me, then . . ." Hiccup looked miserably down at the mossy ground and squeezed the tail fin hard. "Toothless, I won't come back from Scotland." The dragon's eyes widened and his pupils dilated into slits. Giving a snarl of disapproval Toothless rubbed his nose into the boy's chest again, in some kind of signal for _stay._ Hiccups head drooped and he released his hold on the black tail fin, letting it fall to the ground. He hugged the thick neck of his dragon, eyes pressed shut. Toothless gave a coo of sadness twirling once around his small rider, his hot breath ruffling the boy's hair. Hiccup, feeling rather sick, sat down beside Toothless and the Night Fury lay down beside him, curling his tail protectively around Hiccup's small body. Boy and dragon lay together for some time, Toothless keeping his human worm with his fire filled chest. Both of their eyes were closed, but each clung to consciousness, as they wanted to remember their last potential night together.

But then a bird started to sing. Hiccup cracked his eyes open to see the stars that were once shining like lanterns in the ebony sky had now started fading away. It was then that the boy realized that they were leaving at dawn. Groaning Hiccup got up, unwinding himself from Toothless's long black tail. Picking up the prosthetic fin again, Hiccup walked solemnly over to the drowsy dragon's tail and unhitched the brown leather prosthetic and replaced it with the black one. Toothless started shifting, feeling small nimble hands running up his back, untying the metal link that allowed Hiccup to control the tail fin. Eyes widening in sudden horror, Toothless bolted upright, knocking Hiccup over, just as he was about to unhitch the saddle that was hugging Toothless' chest. Hiccup hit the dirt with a dull thump, choppy auburn locks cascading into his surprised green eyes. "Toothless." The boy said sadly as the black dragon backed away from the sprawled teen. "Toothless I got to get that saddle off you, you don't need it anymore." Hiccup said forlornly. Toothless shook his head sharply, his pupils dilating into slits again. Hiccup got up slowly, hands wrapped around his bruised torso. "Toothless if I don't come back then you can't fly, and if you cant fly then your dead!" Hiccup choked. "So- so I made you that." The small Viking moaned pointing dejectedly at the black fin now strapped around the thrashing tail of the Night fury. Toothless eyed it hatefully, giving it a good thwack on the ground. "Hey stop it! That took me a whole week to make!" Hiccup shouted, running over to the dragon. "See look, you can move it on your own." Hiccup said shakily, pulling at the tail fin so the copper gears rotated. Yellow eyes widening Toothless shifted the position of his tail fin, and both real and fake responded. "Yeah, there you see, now you can fly on your own, you don't need me any more bud." Toothless gave a sharp hiss as Hiccup made to unhitch the saddle again. Backing further away from his rider, the snarling Night fury defended his hand-made saddle with his life. Hiccup withdrew his hand from Toothless and gave the dragon a small smile. "Thanks bud." Hiccup whispered.

Dawn was fast on his heals as Hiccup ran back towards the Viking village. After showing Toothless how to use the fin, the ebony dragon had blasted off from the clearing, leaving Hiccup all alone again. Fighting back a tear Hiccup had left. Now he was running as fast as he could back to the disapproving looks and glairs of his fellow humans.

Bolting through the back door of his solid house, Hiccup scrambled up the wooden stairs of the dining room. Crossing the small landing at break-neck speed, Hiccup tossed himself into his room and slammed the door behind him. Breathing heavily Hiccup smiled as he turned from the heavy wood of his bedroom door only to have the smile pealed off his face by the sight of Gobber standing flabbergast in the corner of his room. "Ah Gobber- what the! What are you doing here?" Hiccup shouted, jumping at the sight of his teacher.

"I was sent to get you." Gobber said slowly walking over from his corner to look closely down at Hiccup. "Where have you been?" Gobber asked suspiciously, looking from Hiccup's pale sweaty face, to his red eyes, to the black circles now blossoming under his eyelids. "You look awful."

"Thank you for the reassurance Gobber." Hiccup said sarcastically, ducking under the blacksmith's arm and diving over to the sack that was lying forgotten on the floor. Picking it up, Hiccup ran over to his chest of clothes and started shoving shirts into the leather sack.

"You haven't even packed yet?" Gobber croaked.

"No." Hiccup said dryly, now tossing brown and black pants into the bag.

"What have you been doing instead boy?" Gobber gasped, his mouth dropped with confusion.

"Uh, sleeping." Hiccup lied, grabbing two pairs of boots and a belt.

"Oh and I suppose you just landed in a pile of leaves in you dreams then." Gobber sneered; pointing out the dead leaves still stuck to the back of Hiccup's head. Hiccup brushed at the leaves hurriedly and started shoving the boots and the belt into the bag. "Oh no, you're not hiding that from me." Gobber snapped, stomping over to look Hiccup in the blood shot eyes. Hiccup looked away and tried to run over to his desk but was stopped by Gobber's meaty arm. "Hiccup . . . did you get any sleep last night?" The blacksmith asked with slight concern, narrowing his eyes at Hiccup's vacant expression. Hiccup shrunk under the piercing look of his teacher, and bit his lip.

"Uh yeah, a bit." Hiccup stammered, looking through his choppy bangs at Gobber. The blacksmith's expression grew stern. Crossing his arms, Gobber gave Hiccup a fatherly look. "I'm not your dad Hiccup, you can't lie to me, so you better fess up now or I'll drag this out for as long as you can bear to stand." Hiccup frowned and turned away from Gobber, walking over to his desk and started rummaging around in the drawers. "Oh so its going to be like that eh?" Gobber sneered, watching the back of Hiccup's head closely.

"Yep, like that." Hiccup answered, pulling out his leather bound sketchbook and five or six charcoal pencils.

"Alright Hiccup, but you know this, you brought this on yourself, and no amount of cheek will get you out of it."

"Oh really" Hiccup muttered placing his sketchbook into a satchel with the Berk crest branded on the side.

"Yes really, at the end of this trip I'm gonna know what you were doing out in those woods." Gobber said confidently. Hiccup looked up at the smiling blacksmith, shocked that the man had known where he was.

"Oh really Hiccup I'm not stupid, your tracking mud in all over the floors." Hiccup looked down sharply and groaned at the muddy footprints scattered all over his bedroom. Running a hand over his face, Hiccup tried to ignore the laughter now coming from the corner.

"Gobber what took you?" Stoick's voice boomed out over the docks as he spotted the blond blacksmith walking steadily over towards him. A small figure then came into view, with a messy crop of auburn hair shining like an acorn in the rising sun of the cold morning. Hiccup was sinking under the weight of the sack that was resting over his aching shoulder. But the sword that was bouncing on his hip and the helmet on his head, did not help the weight either. Only his satchel, which had his sketchbook and a scale from Toothless, remained light as a feather on his small, lanky frame. Gobber looked down at the struggling teen and grabbed the leather bag from Hiccup, tossing it over his own muscled back instead. Hiccup let out a cry of protest but let the moment of weakness go. Gobber smiled at Hiccup as he and the boy walked up to the chief. "So where were you?" Stoick asked again looking from Hiccup's vacant face to Gobber's smiling one.

"Oh you know Stoick, some last minute packing, goodbyes, that sort of thing." Gobber said nonchalantly, giving the chief a convincing smile. Stoick glanced down at Hiccup again who as staring steely eyed at the ground. Dirt caked his face in places and his green tunic was damp with dew, pieces of dead leaves and twigs were lodged in his son's knotted hair and the normally bright green eyes were blood shot, with dark circles looping around his lower eye lid. "He uh, fell down a hill." Gobber said awkwardly noticing the look that Stoick was giving Hiccup. The blacksmith gave his apprentice a sharp nudge to back up his story. Hiccup looked dazedly up at his dad and gave him a quick shrug, then walked over to sit down on a small wooden crate. Stoick and Gobber exchanged looks and Gobber shook his head once, he didn't know what was going on either.

Hiccup was gazing miserably down at his shoes when some footsteps brought him out of his small coma. Hiccup looked up to see a pair of fur boots standing in front of him, the left one cocked so the person's body weight was resting on a large battle-axe. "Astrid!" Hiccup choked, looking up at the snarling girl's face. Hiccup stood up quickly so he was on the same level as the blond. Astrid stared piercingly at Hiccup, her blue eyes cutting him like glass as she glared at him. Then the ferocity and hate slowly leaked out of her watery blue eyes and the storm clouds lessened in her heart. Hiccup swore that she had never looked prettier.

"I still think there's something off about you." Astrid said slowly, "But- that doesn't mean that I won't miss hitting you." She smiled and punched Hiccup hard on the shoulder. "Try not to die out there, I wouldn't want to miss it."

"I think that's the nicest thing you've ever said to me." Hiccup chuckled, smiling at the pain that was prickling through his shoulder. Astrid hesitated, then gave Hiccup a quick hug, squeezing him a bit too tight. Hiccups eyes widened at the gesture and awkwardly wrapped his small arms around the girl. But then the two broke apart, standing silently together for three brief seconds. The twins and Fishlegs then came over and said goodbye to Hiccup as well. The moment was short, but Hiccup appreciated it very much. The only one that was missing was Snotlout. Hiccup asked Astrid were his cousin was, but she merely rolled her eyes.  
>"You're not going to like the answer." She said coldly. Hiccups brow furrowed but his confusion was soon ended, unfortunately.<p>

"Hey Hiccup! Guess who's coming to watch you get your butt kicked by a couple of lord's sons." Hiccup groaned at the sound of Snotlout's cocky voice. Turning, Hiccup was tackled by his over intoxicating cousin. Coughing, the much smaller Viking picked himself off the hard ground of the deck and looked daggers at Snotlout.

"Why are you coming?" Hiccup choked, his arm, once again rapped around his bruised chest.

"Uh I'm your cousin, duh. My dads like second in control, if he's going why shouldn't I?" Snotlout answered, talking to Hiccup like he was four.

"I can think of several reasons." Hiccup retorted coldly. Snotlout made to answer but his dad then shouted at him to come over and help with the luggage. Giving Hiccup a burning glair Snotlout ran over to assist his father.

The rest of the teens then departed after that, waving goodbye to Hiccup one more time before walking back up to the village. Hiccup watched the disappearing glow of Astrid's hair in the rising sun, miserable that he was leaving now. Sitting back down on the small crate, Hiccup turned over all the events that had just happened in his head. _I just got hugged by Astrid_ _Hofferson. _Hiccup thought happily, _that, I was not expecting today_. Hiccup was suddenly cast in shadow as Gobber's huge form loomed over him "Right lad, we're ready to board." He said in a falsely cheery voice. Phil, Gobber's pesky pet sheep sat next to him, giving Hiccup a board look.

"Gobber, you cant take your sheep." Hiccup said drowsily looking up at his teacher with a tired sort of annoyance.

"What why not?" Gobber asked, his voice rising in protest.

"Gobber . . . some - someone's going to eat him." Hiccup said delicately, but really not caring two figs about that stupid sheep. Gobber looked down at Phil then back to Hiccup, eyes wide. "Gobber what do you expect will happen if you bring a walking lamb roast onto a ship with rationed food. They're Vikings Gobber, they don't like being hungry."

"Ah, well I guess you're right lad." Gobber sighed, motioning for Phil to go back to the house. Phil left with a murderess glare at Hiccup. Hiccup looked back at the sheep in confusion, never trusting that fluff ball. "But if I cant have that Phil." Gobber piped up whistling once and looking expectantly at the sky, as a carrier pigeon fluttered down from the tree beside the docks and landed on Gobber's helmet. "Then I can have this Phil!" Gobber said proudly, who was looking overjoyed at the sight of the cooing pigeon.

"What? Gobber what's with the pigeon?" Hiccup asked tentatively looking with apprehension at the small gray bird perched jointly on the blacksmith's helmet.

"It's Phil." Gobber said simply, smiling at the confusion on his apprentice's face.

"Do you name all of your pets Phil?" Hiccup asked smugly.

"Don't insult the name Phil, it's a good strong name, now come on, we're boarding the ships."

Sighing Hiccup slid off his crate and followed the blacksmith to one of the two boats that were tied to the dock. A pair of yellow eyes watched him board the ship and sail away, disappearing into the heart of the horizon just as the sun fully rose into the sky. Toothless was perched in a tall spruce tree not ten yards away, his nose quivering with the scent of his small friend. No dragon will ever abandon their treasure and Hiccup was as big a trove as any gold or diamond. Giving a snort, Toothless took off into the sky, flying above the clouds to avoid being spotted by enemies. Yellow eyes bounced from ship to ship till the dragon saw the patch of auburn sparkling like bronze in the early morning sun. Toothless was going to Scotland with Hiccup, because right now, both needed each other more than ever.


	3. Chapter 3: Hiccup the Useless

Chapter 3

Hiccup the useless

Merida was in her own private hell, and her mother was over glad to put her there. The princess was sitting in the small hot classroom with her head resting on three of the boring books that she was expected to memorize. Sown into the gold covers was the hated word '_etiquette'_. A fly was buzzing somewhere near the small window, sunlight pursing there the stuffy curtains was giving Merida a sunburn on the back of her neck.

The Queen was half way through explaining the long and tedious history of the Dingwall clan, describing the young Dingwall to her less then enthusiastic daughter. "He dan't sound to bright." Merida scoffed after her mother had finished lecturing her about the many things the young lord _said_ he had done.

"Now Merida a princess do's not speak that way about her suitors, or about anyone as a madder of fact."

"You weren't speaking to kindly about the Viking boy last night." Merida retorted, raising her head a bit from her arms. The Queen faltered, and bit her lip, remembering the scoring words that she had used to describe the Viking tribe.

"Yes I may have spoken a bit out of turn." Eleanor started but Merida cut her mother off.

"By ma memory, you called them barbaric pigs?" Eleanor's lips pursed but she pressed on with her lesson.

"So now that you know a little about young Dingwall why don't we move on to the next suitor?" Eleanor said quickly, ignoring the look of boredom her daughter was giving her. The Queen glanced down at her list to see who was next and gave out a groan at the name scrawled there. Hiccup Haddock. Sighing, Eleanor moved over to the board and wrought the name down under Dingwall. Merida's head popped up from her arms at the name.

"Who's that?" Merida asked, snickering slightly at the very odd name. "Hiccup? I mean there are funny names and then there's just . . . that."

"Vikings believe that bad names will frighten off gnomes and trolls, like there charming behavior would not do that." Eleanor mumbled the last part but Merida heard it. She gave a small smirk and sat up, actual interest playing across her face now as she waited to see what her mother was going to say about a group of people she so obviously did not like. "Haddock is the only son of Stoic the vast, chief of the Hairy hooligan tribe. He is the hope and heir. Nothing else is known about him."

"What that's it?" Merida asked, feeling a bit disappointed.

"Yes, there's nothing written about him anywhere. No legends or stories told about him, not even in the history books. He's just done nothing worth talking about."

"You met him didn't you?" Merida asked, more focused on her lesson than she had been all morning.

"No your father did, when he visited the Vikings two years ago."

"And?" Merida pressed. Eleanor looked at her daughter with slight confusion, having never seen her act like this about any topic, except war fair and fairy tales.

"When Fergus returned he had nothing to say about the boy except, '_I wonder how that happened'_."

Merida's eyebrows furrowed.

"What is that suppose to mean?"

"It means Merida, that something went wrong with that boy a long time ago and all the training and chastising that Stoick throws at him will not reverse what fate has chosen."

Eleanor went back to telling Merida about the other suitors, explaining and demonstrating why they would be better choices for her marriage. Merida however just slummed in her chair and chewed her tongue. _This is so bloody stupid_. The red head thought. _I'll eat Angus if any of these boys have done half the things the legends say they have, at least the Hiccup lad is honest about how useless he is._ The fly behind Merida was hitting itself against the stain glass of her classroom, seeing the outside but not being able to reach it was driving the small bug mad.

Merida's lesson droned on and on into the day. Her mother was relentless with her teachings. By the time that her studies were finally over the sun had sunk into the horizon and a red tinge was bleeding from the sinking daylight. The ships would be here soon.

"Now I think that is enough fun for the day." Eleanor said happily turning from the chalkboard and looking over at her daughter. Merida's head was drooping from her hand and her eyes were closed. "Merida dear?" Red curls bounced as the princesses head popped up.

"Strive for perfection, and don't hit your brothers in front of the lords!" Merida babbled, not remembering the last thing her Queen said. Eleanor's eyes narrowed but she let the lapse in concentration pass.

"Merida dear, you're free to go." Lights exploded in Merida's eyes as she jumped up from her seat.

"Oh thank you mum!" The girl yelled as she dashed towards the classroom door.

"Merida!" Eleanor snapped as her daughter scrambled at the door. The princess gave a small hiss as she turned slowly from the brake for freedom and looked apprehensively at her Mother. "As you know the Lords sons . . . and the Viking, will be here some time in the evening, so, I will expect you back, clean, happy and own time." Merida bit back a less then lady like retort and gave a small nod, her eyes narrowing at the poisonous obedience. The Queen smiled and then gestured for her daughter to leave.

The door was almost wrenched from its hinges as the princess barreled out of the toxic classroom. She did not go directly to the stables, instead stopping off at her room to rip the pink cotton dress off over her head and pull a brown riding skirt on instead. "Uh that's better." She breathed as the ruff cloth of the dress tickled her rib cage. Then with much glee she kicked the small tight brown flats off her feet and pulled on a pair of brown boots. The last thing the girl did before she bolted was pull her bushy red hair back, and tie it into a loose braid. Curls hung like belles around her pink face giving her a slightly disheveled look. But looks did not matter now, nothing did, it was time to go to that one place were even her mothers rules could not find her.

The sun was kissing the horizon as she rowed across the field to the forest. Spiting out a loos curl from her mouth Merida halted her horse at the side of the cliffs out looking the sea. There was the outline of something dark at the place were the water bled into the sky. "Bloody hell." Merida swore. A blot of black was painted against the red of the sky. Ships were on their way. Nerve pricked up Merida's neck as her future slowly crept closer. But then a light went off in her head. "This is facing the north." She mumbled, squinting at the ship. "Why would a ship be coming-" But then she remembered the Vikings. Merida's brow furrowed, partly out of anger and partly out of curiosity. "I wonder what there ships look like." The smudge was rapidly turning into a silhouette, detail forming and colours blooming. By the vague outline it looked very much like the Scottish ships. A Sturdy tub like vessel, with a mast rising out of the middle and rowers on either side, twelve or fourteen in total. The ships were quite a bit larger however, baring a cabin and a crow's nest. But all in all, the ship was exactly the same. The only big difference was the flag battering above the men's heads. It depicted a dragon, stabbed through the heart. Merida shook herself out of the sleep state she had drifted into. If she could see the detail in the flag then the ship was a mere half an hour away, time was slipping away from her like water, she needed to use her last half and hour to her fullest.

Startling in her saddle Merida pulled on Anguses rains, directing the horse's head to the woods behind them. "Come on Angus, we got thirty minutes left to have fun, and this fun's gatta last the rest of are lives!" She shrieked with determined joy as the horse blasted from the cliff, and ran to the tree line.

The Ship sailed closer and closer, snaking its way up to the green land.

Red hair was a blur as the girl and the horse ran. Black almost seemed to bleed into the red curls as the rider and the mount became one in there hurry. They needed to run so fast that time would stand still, they had to have more then thirty minutes. But funnily enough, time was on their side today, and it stretched on for miles, giving the girl pity, and another twenty minutes. As Merida rode, she pretended that she had lived her whole life in these woods. She had been lost as a baby because the infant girl had ran away from home the first day she was born. She had grabbed her father's sword and fought her way out of the castle, steeling a pony that had been unloved and riding away into the woods. She and the horse then lived with the eagles that roamed the skies, eating worms and smaller birds and living in grass huts along the mountainside. The brave Merida of course was not afraid of heights, and in fact chaste heights away with the sword of her father, which she had kept. She then grew into a strong smart woman of sixteen, not ruled by anyone except herself. Merida would be Queen of the mountains, ruling her eagle army and killing bandits that prayed on the people weaker then them. She would live so long with the eagles that brave Merida would grow wings, and fly. Her horse would grow wings to of course and together they would fly and fly tell they flue so high, they would see behind the stars, and live forever in their glowing kingdom of light. Merida smiled to herself as she fantasized about living behind stars and was in fact so deep in her own imagining she did not see the clearing spiraling up towards her. Angus did see it though, he saw the stones that were standing there, in perfect circle, and he new what they meant. Ancient anxiety blasted through the horse's body as the girl and the stallion shot out of the woods and into the clearing. Dirt was soddenly flung in all directions as Angus stopped his rapid pace, skidding through the mud and flinging his rider form his back.

Merida hit the ground with a crunch, right in the middle of the circle of stones. "Angus!" She cried, pushing the hair out of her face and looking miserably at the whinnying horse. But as Merida looked up she also saw the stones, and wonder blocked out pain. Rising slowly Merida gazed around the clearing at the unnatural concoction of land. _Stone's don't grow this way._ She thought, bringing a finger to her lip and bighting on a nail. Angus was pacing around the circle of rocks anxiously, not daring to cross the line of old magic that was planted here. Merida cocked her head at the odd behavior of her horse and was about to scold him for being a superstitious wee baby when a familiar sound came across her ears. A singsong like cooing was coming from behind her, child like, yet ancient as the moon. Merida turned to see a blue light dancing and waving at her from beside a moss covered rock. "A will-o-wisp." Merida whispered. A smile spreading like honey over her pail features. "You were real, I didn't pretend you."

Merida grabbed her skirts and ran towards the blue light. "You can fix everything, ma fate, ma mother you can-" But as she dashed at the glowing fairy it sputtered and vanished. Merida was taken a back for a minute but then remembered the strange blue lights she had followed as a child, lost in the woods one afternoon. The lights would vanish, but appear again just a little ways ahead of you. You just had to find them, and keep finding them. Merida looked up expectantly and the wisp was there, twirling next to a small stream, not ten paces in front of her. The red head ran after the small sprites, not questioning the lights in the slightest. Fate was at work here, and if you did not seize it when you had the chance, then, like the wisps, your future would sputter and vanish.
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	4. Chapter 4: Merida the Brave

Chapter 4

Merida the brave

Half an hour away, the Vikings ship crashed against the waves, its wooden sides being buffeted as they made good speed towards the shores. Green hills were covered in green trees, and green apples hung from green leaves. Even the rocks were green, moss coated over every single surface it could find. The entire island seemed to glisten with dew and rainwater. From Hiccups point of view the whole thing looked like a giant sponge, sucking in moisture and choking the rocks with it. Hiccup had always liked the colour green, wearing a green tunic right now but this was just intoxicating. It was almost eye watering with how pure it was, there wasn't a spot of brown or a blemish of gray for miles. Everything was just plain green.

Hiccup was leaning against the side of the cabin, out of the way and the sight of the other Vikings. He had found a rather secluded place on the ship, at the front of the boat and was now thoroughly hating the last painful half an hour of the long three day sea adventure. Glaring at the giant sponge Hiccup slowly slid down the wall of the cabin, now looking through his bangs at his possible future home. _You don't have to try._ Hiccup debated with himself. _I mean if you are so against the idea of staying here, away from Astrid, away from Gobber, away from Toothless, then just don't try you stupid boy, just throw the games, its not like you would win anyway, may I remind you that you can barely lift a sword, let alone use it. _ Hiccup frowned, pulling his legs up to his chest and crossing his arms on top of them, resting his chin on his skinny wrists. _Just throw the games and go home._

However when Hiccup thought that last word it felt stale in his mind. He really did not like life on Berk, no matter how much he pretended to. The people were tough and tasteless, and the climate was two degrees south of freezing to death. This island of green was Valhalla compared to that place. However as soon as Hiccup thought this he immediately missed the crunch of rock and dragon bone that was Berk. The hellish island was familiar to him, and this place was like moving species, nothing about Scotland seemed like home. _ Maybe I don't belong in either place. Maybe I should just live in the sky with Toothless, inventing some sort of hot air balloon house and catching birds like fish for food. _Hiccup smiled at this thought, but the smile was slowly pulled off his face as he remembered his dragon. Toothless was all by himself at Berk, surrounded by people who wanted to kill him, and Hiccup was all by himself out here, surrounded by people who wished they could kill him. Hiccup dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out a shiny black dragon scale, he rubbed it slowly between his thumb and finger, feeling the cool sleekness between his finger pads. Sorrow and homesickness pooled up inside the boy as his copper head dipped into his arms. Hiccup probably would have started crying if a less then welcomed some one poked his smirking face from around the corner.

Snotlout observed his smaller cousins dejected figure beneath him, a wicked smile twisting his features and not helping his looks in the slightest. Snotlout slowly creped closer to Hiccup, muffling his footfall and gathering his breath, until. "HEY HICCUP!" Snotlout shouted, inches away from his cosines ear. Hiccup jumped out of his skin as he fell sideways, losing his grip on Toothless's scale.

"Snotlout what the hell?" Hiccup gasped, his ear still ringing from the shout.

"Oh well I thought you may be asleep so I decided to wake you up, your welcome by the way."

"Gods I think you broke my ear drum." Hiccup mumbled, placing his palm over his damaged side of his head and sitting up, wincing slightly.

"Well what are you doing up hear any way, sitting all by your self, I mean we don't want you around or anything but its still weird." Snotlout said matter-of-factly, crossing his arms and smirking down at Hiccups apparent annoyance.  
>"Snotlout the day you want me around will be a very sad day in deed." Hiccup said coldly, still not taking his hand off his ear.<p>

"I know, I think I would jump off the ship then have you around." Snotlout scoffed, giving Hiccup a smirk.

"No I was referring to it would be a sad day for me because, quite frankly, even this conversation is painful." Snotlout looked outraged at his twig of a cousin sprawled of the ship deck.

"What was that?" Snotlout spat, raising his fists in anger.

"That was an insult Snotlout, I am surprised you are not more familiar with them." Hiccup could not resist. Even though he was about to get his face smashed in he had to say it, this was literally his last chance before they hit the shores of Scotland. Snotlout however did not seem to like Hiccups branch of humor and grabbed him by the collar of his tunic.

"You little!" The boy grunted through clenched teeth. "You think you can get away with smarting off because were so close to Scotland? Well you've got another thing coming." Hiccup was dragged to his feet, and slammed against the wall of the cabin, his bright green eyes wide with a remember fear. _Oh damn that's right he's huge._

Hiccup braced himself for the punch but Snotlout's attention was suddenly drawn to a dot of light on his pulled back arm. Looking down to were his cousin was laying before Snotlout saw what looked to be a jet black scale gleaming at him from the wood floor, reflecting the light of the setting sun onto his thick muscled arm. Hiccup looked down as well and his heart leapt into his mouth. He had to have that back, it was all he had of Toothless, and he could not let Snotlout steel it.

"What is that?" Snotlout mused, looking closer at the scale but not releasing the tight grip he had on Hiccups tunic. "Is that a dragon scale?" A sudden scuffling caught Snotlout's attention. He looked up to see Hiccup fighting against his hold on him, hand reaching out to grab the scale. "Oh is that yours?" Snotlout asked playfully, his eyebrows rising.

"Yes now don't touch it!" Hiccup snapped, glaring at his cousin.

"I just wanna have a look, at it." Snotlout smiled, keeping his eyes locked on Hiccups as he slowly bent down for the scale, his other hand still pinning Hiccup against the wall.

"DON'T!" Hiccup yelled, his face darkening.

"Why not? Is it important to you or something?" Hiccup looked like he was ready to kill as Snotlout's fat fingers curled around the scale, lifting it up to eye level and examining it. "What the…?"

Snotlout muttered to himself, turning the scale over and staring at it with curiosity. "What kind of dragon is like this? I've never seen a black one before . . . " The words trailed off as Snotlout's mind connected some thoughts together to make an outline of an idea, this was not something that his mind was use to doing so the process was slow and not completely there. Hiccup however saw that his thick cousin was managing some how to peace the story together and needed to act quickly, before something really bad happened. Hiccup reached down and pinched the under side of Snotlout arm, were the skin was tight and sensitive. "Ouch!" Snotlout cried and loosened his grip on his cousin's caller. Hiccup then moved his hand up and pulled the boys fingers back, hearing a popping noise as he dislocated one of the tendons. "AHH!" Snotlout screamed, attempting to muffle his yell with his hand and letting go of Hiccup. The auburn haired boy immediately jumped for the scale that was still clutched in Snotlout's hand. Wrestling the two boys fell over on the deck. Snotlout grunted as his head hit the floor with a loud thump, but his helmet blocked any serious damage. Hiccup's face was scrunched up and bright red as he grappled for the dragon scale, his knee digging into Snotlout stomach. "What the - hell is – your – problem?" Snotlout spat through clenched teeth as Hiccup dug his fingernails into Snotlout's hand.

"Its mine give it back!" Hiccup shouted, forgetting to keep his voice low so the grownups did not hear them.

"Its just a scale!" Snotlout cried, twisting Hiccups arm and knocking him to the side with a punch to the chest.

"No its not! Its all I have left now give!" But just as Hiccup jumped on Snotlout's arm, ready to bite his fingers off and make his pig of a cousin eat them for all the pain and trouble he had inflicted when Snotlout let go of the glossy black dragon scale. It was flung away from the two boys, gleaming at Hiccup in the light of the setting sun, flying closer and closer to the edge of the ship. "No!" Hiccup cried, reaching his hand out for the last link to Toothless he had, but his arm was to short, and his legs were tangled up in Snotlout's body, and the scale fell out of sight. The small insignificant splashing noise it made as it hit the water made Hiccups eyes gleam extra bright. "YOU!" Hiccup spat, grabbing Snotlout by the front of his gray shirt. "Why couldn't you just leave me alone! You always have to do this to me, every single time! No matter what! Things are bad enough why did you have to!"

"Hiccup relax." Snotlout sputtered. This was not at all the normal routine when it came to bullying his cousin. Something really big had snapped in Hiccups head if he was talking and acting like this. Hiccup pushed Snotlout's face away from him and stood up slowly. Breathing heavily Hiccup attempted to calm himself, but his hands curled and his face grew even redder. Snotlout was eyeing his cousin warily, not daring to more from the ground. But then another person rounded the corner.

"Hiccup lad I need to . . . what in Thor's name is going on hear?" Gobber stared dumbstruck at the scene before him, looking like some one had just cracked an egg on his head. Hiccup was standing over a very scared looking Snotlout; his small hands balled into fists and his face a bright angry red.

"Gobber!" Snotlout gasped, scrambling up and running behind the adult. "Hiccups gone crazy, he attacked me for no reason you gadda help me!" Gobber's eye browse crinkled as he looked from Snotlout's shivering figure, to Hiccups stiff one.

"Hiccup, would you follow me lad, I need to talk with you in your cabin." Hiccups face did not pale, it did not flitch. He glared at the blacksmith, but said nothing. Taking a deep breath, and wiping his eyes once, Hiccup followed Gobber to the lower deck.

"Sit down lad." Gobber said calmly, pointing with his hook to a bench next to the back wall of the small room. Hiccup did as he was told, his hair falling over his face as he leaned forward, arms on knees. Gobber scuffled around the room for a few minutes but Hiccup paid him no mind. The boy just watched a spider crawl over his boot, waiting to be shouted at. However when a scraping noise came to his ears Hiccup looked up. Gobber was dragging a very old looking chock board out from behind Hiccups small closet.  
>"Gobber what are you doing?" Hiccup asked, his mouth open slightly.<p>

"I'm dragging a chock board what dos it look like?" The blacksmith retorted helpfully, pulling the ancient board to stand in front of Hiccup. The small Viking rolled his eyes at the comment and sat up, crossing his arms.

"Yes thank you Gobber for your brilliant input. Why do you have a chock board? I thought you didn't approve of learning."

"Hey I never said I didn't approve of learning, I just said I don't approve of school. It's overrated, and wakes you up far to early in the morning." Hiccup snickered slightly but was still thoroughly confused. "But!" Gobber began, pulling out a very small piece of chock. "For this case I will let it pass."

"Your gonna teach me something?" Hiccup said dryly, eyeing the blacksmith with less then enthusiasm.

"What are you looking at me like that for? I taught you everything you know about the forge!"

"Yeah Gobber, but there is a difference between learning how to forge metal and . . . what are you teaching me any way?"

"Ah I'm glad you asked! Because this is a subject I in fact know quite a bit about. Maybe not as much as blacksmithing, but quite a bit more then this tribe and quite a lot more then you!" With that Gobber turned from his apprentice's confused face to right one word down on the board. _Women. _Hiccups face dropped from confusion to down right horror.

"You're going to teach me about women!" The boy choked.

"Yes and not just any woman but-" Gobber wrote a name done under the first word, the chock scratching and shrieking as Gobber slowly spelt out _Merida of DunBroch._ Hiccup moaned into his hand as he realized why he was here. Not to be scolded for dislocating his cousins finger, or simply pulled out of the way so he would not start trouble, but to be instructed about how to court a girl he did not want to get to know.

"Don't look so miserable lad, it's not like were fighting a dragon or something, its just a girl." Gobber said cheerfully, not understanding the look of anguish on his apprentice's face.

"I fail to see the difference." Hiccup spat back, resting his arms on his knees again and looking like he was going to be sick.

"Now you see that is why we are here!" Gobber snapped, his temper rising. "You don't know how to talk to people properly, let alone a lady."

"Gee, can't imagine why that is." Hiccup mumbled, slumping further in his chair. However at the look that Gobber flashed him made the boy sit up on the bench, and decide it would be safer if he kept his mouth shut.

"Right, let's begin." Gobber said sternly, and moved to the chock board. "Lets see if we can fix all of this." The traditional gesture was given to Hiccup, but the boy said nothing. He had regrettably, gotten use to it. Hiccup was then tortured through a twenty minute lessen about how to stop being a smart mouthed, smug little boy, and learn instead to act like a no nonsense, mature young man. Hiccup didn't listen though, he rather liked being a smart mouth, it was the only thing he had over the other Vikings. Besides he was feeling to sick with anxiety to really take anything Gobber said in. When the lecture was finally over Hiccup was staring blankly at a spot just beneath the board, looking like he had fallen asleep with his eyes open. "Hiccup!" Gobber snapped, bringing the boy's attention back to him. Hiccup looked dazedly up at the blond man, his eyes still glazed over with boredom. "Did you hear what I just said?" The blacksmith asked, crossing his arms sternly.

"Uh . . ." Hiccup grimaced, thinking madly for the answer. "Was it about Princess Merida?" Hiccup stammered.

"This whole lessens about Princess Merida." Gobber growled.

"Well I was right then." Hiccup smirked, but faltered at the look Gobber was giving him.

"For Thor's sake Hiccup!" The blacksmith bellowed, causing Hiccup to sink in his seat. "You just did what I have been telling you for the last twenty minutes not to do! Don't talk back, don't be rude and don't be well this!" Gobber once again gestured to all of him. "I have told you and told you! Yeah godda charm them, be respectful and for Oden's sake stop acting like such a smug smart mouth!" Silence fell in the room. Hiccup was looking miserably up at Gobber, his big green eyes misting over with tears as the words his teacher shouted at him sunk in. Gobber too was panting, his throat hurt from the yelling, and a red tinge was crossing over his cheeks. But the blacksmith's heart sank to his boots as he saw the effect that his anger had done. Hiccup trembled; his stomach twisting as he realized that he was even a disappointment to Gobber, the one person beside Toothless and occasionally Astrid that liked him. "Hiccup." Gobber croaked, his voice sown with sadness and regret. "Hiccup lad I'm sorry, I shouldn't have-" But Hiccup was finished; he couldn't deal with this any more. First he had to go to Scotland, possibly to never come home, he had to fight for a girls had in marriage, some one he did not know and new that she did not want to know him ether. Leave Toothless, his best friend and then have Snotlout lose the scale, the last bit he had of Toothless. But Gobber screaming at him was the thing that broke everything. Hiccups breaths grew rushed and short, his mind was filling with water and he started seeing black spots. "Hiccup!" Gobber gasped, dropping the chock and kneeling down in front of the hyperventilating boy. "Hiccup calm down I'm sorry for saying those things I shouldn't of done it! You need to calm down and breath slowly!" Hiccup could hear Gobber shouting, and felt the hand of some one on his shoulder but the black dots were starting to connect in his vision, and it was getting harder and harder to see things. Gobber realized that his tactic of shouting at Hiccup to calm down was not helping matters much. "Hiccup." Gobber said slowly, deciding a calm, low tone may be better to quiet the boy down. "Hiccup I need you to look at me." Hiccups auburn head raised slightly, green sparks of light poking out from behind the tangle of bangs. "Okay Hiccup you need to stop breathing so quickly, you're not getting any air." Hiccups face contorted with fear, but his breathing slowed, now only twice as fast as normal. "Good good, now lad, I need you to think about were we are. Your on a ship, your not in Scotland yet, there's lots of time before you have to do anything." Hiccup nodded quickly, his breaths deepening, but still fast. Picture the ship don't think about anything else. Now, stop breathing fast." Hiccups chest slowly halted, his gasps of air became normal, and his heart rate quivered back to a steady pump. Sniffing Hiccup looked up at Gobber through teary eyes, his face paled over but less frantic then it had bin two minutes ago. "Oh gods lad don't do that." Gobber gasped when he saw that Hiccup had finally started breathing properly. The man got up slowly and sat down beside his shivering apprentice, his face in his hands. "I had no idea what was wrong with you! I thought that you were possessed by Loki or something." Gobber mumbled, his face still berried in his hands.

"N-No." Hiccup said meekly, his head lowered and his shoulders still shaking. "I just c-couldn't breathe."

Gobber looked over at his apprentice, worry and fear embroidered in the look he was giving Hiccup.

"Lad what's the matter? I have never seen you lose it like that? What are you so afraid of?" Hiccup bit his lip, and leaned forward, placing his head in his arms and looking at the floor. 

"I don't want to go to Scotland Gobber. I don't want to get married, I don't want to leave home, and I don't want to be forced into a fight for some girl who wont like me." Gobber's face saddened, the unfairness of the situation dawning upon the blacksmith too. 

"I- I know lad, and I'm sorry that this is happening. Thor was never kind to you when it came to luck, and I wish I can stop it but I cant, I can only help you."

"Well your not helping!" Hiccup snapped, his face popping out of his arms and shot Gobber a **fureas** look. "You, my dad, everyone on that damn island you never helped! So stop pretending!" Hiccup glared down at the floorboards of the ship again, his fists curling around the sides of the bench he was sitting on, causing his knuckles to turn white. Gobber watched Hiccups shaking figure for a second, regret passing over his face. 

"Your right lad." Gobber finally mumbled. Hiccup looked over at the blacksmith, tears still threatening to spill over onto his cheeks. "I'm sorry about the things I've said, they weren't right." Hiccups glare melted, but he did not smile.

"Yeah I'm sorry too." The boy groaned, turning back to look at the floor again.

"If you are so against getting married then why don't you just loose the fight?" Hiccups eyes flicked back to Gobber.

"What?"

"Well if you don't want to leave Berk then loose the challenge that the princess gives you." Hiccup thought about this but he had already come up with this plan. This was running away, and if he could not do it with the Nightmare, then he could not do it with Merida ether.

"I cant." Hiccup said sadly.

"Why the bloody hell not?" Gobber demanded.

"Because . . . " Hiccup paused, choosing his words carefully. "Because it I do that, and throw the challenge, then I would go back to being useless again, and I cant do that, never."

"But your not useless Hiccup, I haven't seen anyone take down a dragon like you." Gobber reminded, but this did not help Hiccups decision.

"If I loose this competition, and the people of Berk see, then it wont matter that I can stop a dragon from ripping my head off, because I stopped trying, and they will see that. If they know that I would rather have things go right for me, and ignore all the people of Berk, then they will treat me worse then they did before. And the really awful part about that, is I would deserve it." Gobber stared at the boy, who seemed to have grown years older in that one small speech. Hiccup gave his teacher a week smile and looked back at his boots. "I'll take Merida's challenge, and do my best to win. I don't have any other option."

"Hiccup." The Viking boy looked over at Gobber, and was surprised to see him smiling. It was a small humble smile, looking like he had remembered something lovely, and comforting. "You don't know this but I didn't always run the forge alone before you came to be my apprentice."

"You had another apprentice?" Hiccup asked, wondering why Gobber had never told him this.

"No, no, she wasn't an apprentice." Gobber sighed, and looked thoughtfully off into space. Hiccups eyes widened, and his attention snapped entirely on to Gobber. "Our fathers were friends, and they wanted to expand their businesses. Well you know how family is, you godda do a lot of stupid things for them." Gobber gave Hiccup a smirk at this, and Hiccup smiled back, the tears on his cheeks drying. "I of course hated the idea of uniting are families, and fought my father on it for a long time. But, it really did not matter what I said. I was miserable for about two weeks after that, and she was less then happy with the whole ordeal as well. But then we got talking, that took a while, and I realized that she was the smartest person I had ever met." Gobber paused at this and looked like he was remembering something important, but did not share it with Hiccup.

"W- what happened to her?" Hiccup asked tentatively, not knowing if he wanted to know the answer.

"Oh, winter came, and she didn't see spring." Gobber sighed heavily, and looked down, seeming to gain one thousand years of sadness. Hiccup shifted uncomfortably, not knowing what to do or say. Gobber however just straitened up, and looked at Hiccup with a kind smile. "But any way, what I am trying to say is I did not want to marry her either Hiccup, but there is nothing I am more thankful for. You would be surprised how often things work them selves out."

"But things didn't work out." Hiccup said, frowning in confusion. "You loved her and she died, that's not a happy ending."

"Don't be daft lad of course it is." Gobber chuckled. But Hiccup still did not get it. Gobber sighed and pressed on. "It doesn't matter that she died Hiccup, what matters is I loved her. We all know we are going to die, but we don't all know we are going to love." Hiccup puzzled at this, wondering if Gobber was just playing games with him, or if he was actually making some sense. "Ah you don't understand; your too young." Gobber snorted. With that he stood up and started putting the chock board away. "Don't just sit their lad!" Gobber laughed, dragging the board over the uneven wood and shouting over the horrible screeching noise it made. "Get your stuff together, were hitting the land of green in five minutes!"

Scotland stretched out in front of Hiccup like a giant green monster. The boy stood quietly on the deck of the DunBrock kingdom. His helmet, sword, trunk and satchel were all still safely aboard the Viking ship, as they were planning on setting up tents around the harbour to sleep in. But because Hiccup had a cabin he had nothing to un pack or set up, and was standing awkwardly in the middle of the hustle and bustle, wondering what he was suppose to be doing. His father certainly had not told him anything. Stoick was busy ordering men around and deciding ware tent should be. In fact he had not said a word to Hiccup when they had arrived nor since. Hiccup spotted a patch of blond hair and ran over to Gobber, who was lugging some ones trunk off the second ship. "Gobber." Hiccup started but then ducked as something brown and feathery shot at his head.

"Oh for Thor's sake Phil!" Gobber cursed, throwing the trunk at a Viking to catch, but knocking him into the water with the force of the toss. Phil the carrier pigeon sped like a knife to the tree line of a very big, very dark looking forest. Hiccup watched Phil go then turned back to the blacksmith.  
>"Gobber what did you think was going to happen?" The less then emotion conscious Hiccup asked.<p>

"Hiccup would you be a lad and-" Gobber began.

"What no!" Hiccup snapped.

"You don't even know what I'm gonna say!" Gobber cried. Hiccup rolled his eyes and slipped into a mimic of Gobber's accent.

"Hiccup lad would you got fetch Phil from the woods because I always need to have a small Phil named pet about me at all times." Gobber watched Hiccup pace back and forth on the dock, unamused in deed.

"Alright lad if you don't want to go look for ma bird then you can just help unpack the ships, I hope you don't mind a little heavy lifting." Hiccup faltered halfway through a step, his mouth slightly open as he remembered the two-ton trunks. Frowning, Hiccup faded back into his normal awkwardness and turned on his heel to find Gobber's stupid bird. "Atta boy Hiccup, I new I could count on you." Hiccup tried to give Gobber a scolding glare but tripped over a loose stone. Mumbling curse words as he walked away from the deck Hiccup suddenly herd his name being called. Turning the boy saw his father stomping over to him.

"Hiccup where are you going?" Stoick asked, suspicion laced in his deep voice.

"Gobber sent me to find the carrier pidgin, uh dad." Hiccup stammered, feeling particularly small in his fathers grate shadow.

"You mean the one that brought me the letter?" Stoick asked, remembering the small ball of feathers only vaguely.

"Uh yeah, that one. I think he's grown attached to it and it flu into the woods and-"

"Be quick Hiccup." Stoick replied, cutting his son off and turning back to his men. "Don't get dirty because we don't have a lot of time before meeting the roils, and I expect you back clean, happy and on time." Hiccup rolled his eyes at his fathers retreating back.

"Um yeah okay then." The boy mumbled, turning to the giant mass of trees. "Hate to be late to that charming little affair." A smile was unwillingly winding its way around Hiccups lips as he ran to the woods._ This is a pretty big forest._ The boy thought, sprinting faster as the solitude of the trees grew closer. _Who would blame me if I got lost in here for just a little wile?_

To no ones surprise, it took Hiccup less then six minutes to get horribly lost. However that was not all the fault of the distractible boy wondering absentmindedly through the trees, the wood seemed to be drawing him in, pulling at his tunic with the sweet winds and drawing his gaze with all the wonder and magic that all ancient forests hold. Hiccup kept his eyes up in the trees, searching for a spot of brown and feathers in the world of green he was walking in. "I don't know why Gobber sent me in hear in the first place." Hiccup said to himself, kicking a stone as he began to get a bit bored of looking for the pidgin. "I mean how am I going to find one bird in a forest like this." Hiccup waived his hands around the grate expanse of trees he was stuck in, talking to no one in particular. The sound of water suddenly came to his attention and Hiccups eyes fell on a small stream, not ten paces off. Frowning Hiccup walked slowly up to the small river. There was a large still puddle of water next to the babbling brook, and the Viking crouched down beside it. Shakily he rearranged his hair and washed his face, hoping that when he did meet princes Merida, she would not notice the tear tracks.

Coughing as he got some of the water in his mouth Hiccup straightened up, rolling his shoulders as he did so. A twittering then came to his ears and Hiccups eyes popped open. Turning his head slowly Hiccup spotted a pidgin eating a bug on a tree branch. "Ha there you are!" Hiccup whispered, crouching down and inching slowly towards the bird. "You are a lot of trouble to find." The small Viking hissed, getting ready to grab the ball of feathers. "Okay, you are going to stay very still and not move, I am just gonna-" But as Hiccups hands outstretched Phil the pidgin took a quick look down at the boy, peeped once, and flu away. "No!" Hiccup cried and made a wiled snatch at the whirl of half eaten bug and feathers, but his hands clapped shut on thin air and the bird glided slowly away, giving a trilling singsong goodbye. "Yeah well will see who's laughing if I had my Dragon here!" Hiccup spat. "You would be an appetizer!" Phil however just shot another peep back at Hiccup, and soar off to find another spot to eat his bug. "Chasing a bird how the hell did Gobber convince me to go chasing a bird?" Hiccup complained. In an attempt to vent some of his anger Hiccup hit the branch that Phil hand bin sitting on, however he had swung to hard and the branch flu back and hit the Viking in the eye. "Ouch!" Hiccup cussed. "Why the does that keep happening!" Biting his lip to distract himself from the pain Hiccup pressed his palm to his eye. The bruise throbbed dully. However Hiccups eyes cracked open again as he herd a strange giggling. It sounded like children. Hiccup looked around for the sores of the noise but didn't see anyone. "Um, hello?" The Viking called. The noise came again, closer this time.

Frowning Hiccup looked up at the branch just above him. "AH what the!" The boy cried, stumbling back from the tree. A blue ball of light was waving at him from the branch. Hiccup gaped at the light, looking like no fire he had ever seen. The blue ball twisted once and waved at him again, gesturing form him to come closer. Hiccup looked around him to see if there was anyone there to explain this thing to him, but he was all alone in the woods. Panting Hiccup bent down, not taking his eyes off the puff of light and grabbed a stick. Inching closer with the stick outstretched like a sword Hiccup watched the blue light with interest. "Are you a dragon or something?" The boy asked, an eyebrow raised. The light did not answer, instead spun around again and waved for Hiccup to come closer. Biting his tongue Hiccup reached up to prod the light with the stick. But just like that the blue ball of fire vanished. Gasping Hiccup backed away from the tree, dropping the stick and looking wildly at the spot the fire had bin before. "No nope so much nope!" Hiccup hissed, turning on his heal to sprint back to the other Vikings, and pretend that none of this had ever happened. But as he turned the singsong voice came again.

Hiccup glanced behind him to see the blue fairy light dancing and waving at him, cooing in a friendly way and beckoning for the boy to follow him. Hiccup bit his lip. _Oh dear Haddock don't do it._ Hiccup thought to himself as he took a step towards the blue light. _NO stop, go back to your dad and pretend that this was all a dream. _Hiccup took another step, his guard slowly braking as the light sang its pretty song._ I can't believe your doing this! Why do you never listen to me! _But Hiccup had stopped paying attention to the voice in his head; he was running after the light.

The fireball would vanish and fade from sight every time the boy came to near, but would reappear not a few paces away, directing the small Viking to who knows were.

Finally after a couple minutes of running the fairy led Hiccup to the edge of a small but steep cliff. In his hurry to see were the light was taking him Hiccup had run so fast that he had almost fallen off the drop but had managed to skid to a holt just in time. Panting from all the running Hiccup looked over at the blue fire ball beside him. "Right." The boy gasped. "Uh now what?" The light pointed down the small cliff to the landing below. Hiccup glanced down and frowned with confusion. "Uh yeah I see that, a cliff. How am I suppose to get down there?" Hiccup glanced over at the light again but it had vanished. "Wait what!" The boy cried, looking around again for the ball of sparks. "Hey you can't just leave me here! I have no idea were I am!" The light did not respond. "Thank you so much, you useless fairy! Or whatever you are!" Grumbling in annoyance Hiccup ran a hand through his choppy hair, having no idea what he was suppose to do now. But another voice wafted up to him. It was a girl's voice. Frowning again Hiccup leaned over the cliff to see if he could spot her.

"Oi! where did you little buggers go!" The voice said, sounding as angry and confused as Hiccup felt. Hiccup leaned further forward, squinting through the trees, a bright patch of red could be seen moving, walking slowly closer to him. "Wisps!" The girl called, walking closer and closer to Hiccup. The Viking could not see what she looked like, the leaves of the trees blocked out his view but he could make out a wiled crop of red hair. It was quite a nice shade.

Hiccup thought, leaning further over the edge to try and see her face. But then his foot slipped forward, and the cliff edge crumbled under his wait. With a cry Hiccup tumbled down from his spot on the ledge, closing his eyes so he did not have to watch the ground rush up to meat him. But the thing he collided with was not as hard as he thought it was going to be, however as he hit it the thing gave a scream of pain and surprise. Hiccups eyes flashed open and looked down on what he had landed on, or rather whom he had landed on. He was nose to nose with a pretty girl of around sixteen, with bright blue eyes and a wild mane of bushy red hair.


	5. Chapter 5: First Encounter

Chapter 5

First Encounter

Merida's breath was coming in short and sharp. She was blinking up at a pair of evergreen eyes, as large as apples in his pale face. It was a boy, around the same age as her. He had a messy crop of auburn hair that was currently tickling her forehead and more freckles then she could count. He seemed to be just as shocked as Merida, his face pulling away quickly as he realized that he was lying on her. "Oh God's sorry about this I'll just." He pulled back and tried to slide off Merida's chest so their bodies were no longer pressed together, but only managed to slip on the dewy ground. The green eyes widened and his face fell very close to hers, so close in fact that her hot breath brought a blush to his cheeks. "Ah no, not that way." The boy awkwardly stammered, his fingers some how getting tangled in Merida's mane of bushy red hair. At this point the princess had had enough. Her face hardening she grabbed the boy's arm, tight enough to bring a gasp to his lips, and twisted his whole body violently. She then pushed his gangly figure off her now filthy riding dress.  
>"I don't know," Merida began, jumping up quickly and grabbing a large branch that was lying near by, "who taught you how to catch the eye of a pretty girl but-" Merida then raised the branch high over her head and got ready to bash it through the stupid boys face. "You have definitely got the wrong idea and the wrong girl lad!"<p>

At this the boy started scooting away from her, his big green eyes wide with fear as Merida advanced at him with the branch, ready to swing.

"Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! Wait!" He cried, raising his hands to protect his head. Merida hesitated, the branch shaking in her grip, half way through a blow. "No need for bludgeoning or anything!" He stammered, peeking at Merida from around his arms.

"I'm not gonna bludgeon you." Merida snapped, her hair crackling with rage. "I'm just gonna make a mast through the top of your head!"

"Yes that's called impaling, and that's bad too." The boy gasped, causing Merida to frown in annoyance, the branch was growing heavy. "Look, ma lady, I can explain. If you would just-" He then gestured for Merida to drop the very large stick, but she didn't. The princesses eyes narrowed at the shaking boy, assessing her attacker and deciding if he really was that big of a threat for her to violently beat across the head. He was small, and skinny, a green tunic draping off his shoulders with a brown fur vest bundling him tightly up. His face was pale, and speckled with freckles. He was handsome in his own way, thin lips curling his face with a button noise resting above it. His hair was of a copper shade, with streaks of brown and red running through it. It was messy, much like the rest of him. All together he was a young weedy looking boy, of about sixteen. In fact, as Merida stared the branch above her head dropped slightly, feeling a strange notion of calm when she saw him. He reminded Merida of a small evergreen tree, which had grown in the shadow of a very large forest. So, over time, it had shrunk in size, and twisted awkwardly in an attempt to get some sunlight. The branch grew heavier.

Alright lad." Merida sighed, letting her weapon fall to her hip. "You get your explanation." The boys face broke out in a rainbow of relief, dropping is arms form his head and looking cautiously up at her. "But if its rubbish then I make this stick and new home in you stomach."

"Uh." The auburn haired boy grimaced. "Well I guess that's fair, -ish."

"Corse it is, I'm always fair." Merida smiled, brushing off her branch and winking at him.

"Clearly." The boy groaned, and sat up strait.

"Start." Merida snapped, as a long pause stretched out.

"Oh right." The boy stammered. "I was um . . . walking in the woods and then I got slightly lost. So I went looking around for a road or something and I stumbled across this cliff." The boy then pointed up at the ledge above them. "Well I looked over it and I saw something moving beneath, that it turns out was you, but anyway. I leaned over the edge to see who it was and I . . . I fell off." The lad ended his very rotten sounding explanation with a small nervous smile, his big green eyes growing to the size of dinner plates.

"Yee fell off?" Merida said deadpan, her eye browse knitting together.

"Yep. Not something that I plan on doing but well . . . here we are." At that the boy gestured around their small clearing, his eyes still locked on Merida. The princess gave the lad a withering look, she knew that there were big chunks missing from his story but she did believe that he did not mean to fall on her. "So um, n-now that I have explained could you drop the very large stick?" Merida bit her lip in thought, looking down at her branch and then back at the boy. The stick made a loud thud as it hit the ground. Sighing the boy stood up, his chest rising and falling a little faster then normal. "Look thanks." He said, brushing dirt off his hands and not looking at Merida. "Not many people would believe me and its nice to-" But his sentence was cut off as Merida punched him, very hard in the face. The force of the blow knocked the boy backwards slightly, causing him to stumble and fall to the ground again.

"No its ok mate I completely understand, some times things just happen, I get it relay." Merida shouted over the boy's loud gasp of pain and his even louder swearing.

"GAH!" He shouted through clenched teeth, biting his lip so hard against the stabbing throb in his left cheek that he drew blood. "You punched me!" The boy cried, looking up at Merida with darkened eyes, his hand firmly pressed over the bruise blushing on the side of his head.

"You fell on me!" Merida replied, her shout hampered slightly by giggles.

"I didn't mean to!" The boy snapped back.

"Oh well I didn't mean to hurt you either, there. Dos that make you feel better?"

The boy apparently did not feel better from this, for he said something very nasty, and then told Merida to go away. Merida merely turned on her heel, not offended by the rude language in the slightest and walk towards the center of the clearing, flicking her long braided hair as she went.  
>"Bloody hell." The girl mumbled, looking around the glade again for any sign of the wisps. "With all your shouting you scared them off." Frowning Merida scanned the tree line, but her concentration was broken by the auburn haired boy's very strange swearing. <p>

"Thor all mighty you really did a number on me. Ouch! Son of a sock steeling, Loki loving troll that hurt. Dammit! I'm bleeding now, why did this have to happen on top of everything else. Ouch!"

Merida turned to see the green clad figure gently massaging his cheekbone, blood from his lip drooling down to his chin.

"Uh what are you moaning about now?" Merida sighed, walking back over to the lad. He apparently was still mad at Merida and shot her an icy glair. "Its just a small punch, I barely hit you."

"Uh you know your right, I mean after all the stuff that has happened today I should just be use to pain." The boy said calmly. Merida missed the rather heavy sarcasm. Staring at the auburn haired child for a second, her mouth lightly open from the rather strange statement.

"Sure you do that." She said in and off hand way, deciding that this boy was properly weird. She turned away from the lad again; missing the eye roll he gave her and walked over to the center of the clearing, skimming the tree line for any sine of blue lights. "Wright lad now that we have agreed on that you can just skip on home while I get back to what I was doing before."  
>"What's that then?"<p>

Merida stiffened at the question and turned to see the boy looking critically at her, arms crossed.

"I beg your pardon."

"Well you know what I'm doing in these woods, so what are you doing in here?" The boy asked, his voice losing the ferocity it had before and becoming innocently curious.

"You never said what you were doing out here." Merida retorted.

"Yes I did, I said I was walking." 

"Yeah you said you were doing that, I never told you I believed you."

The boy's eyes widened at this, and Merida knew then that he was definitely lying to her before.

"Okay how about this. I say what I was doing in the woods if you say what your doing in the woods." The boy bargained, hope curling his face into a small smile. Merida calculated her options for a moment, but there was really nothing else to do for now and she could not help feeling a little curious as to what the boy really was doing before he had fallen on her.

"Alright but you have to promise not to laugh." Merida sighed, some curls coming lose from her braid. The boy's smile broadened, twirling his features and crinkling his green eyes.

"I promise if you promise." Both children walked forward and met in the center of the glade. They then reached up and shook hands, there eyes digging into the others to detect lying. The boy's hand was a lot colder then Merida's, with scabs and grooves in the flesh. He had very clearly worked with hot materials from a young age judging by all the burn marks flaking his skin. The coolness of his pome was soothing to Merida's warm one, like ice on a bruise or cut. They shook once.

"Promise?"

"Promise." and then dropped the handshake. "Okay you want to know what I was doing in the woods?" The boy started, his hands on his hips. A smile was still twirling around his lips and it looked like he was struggling not to laugh at his own predicament. "I was sent out here to find a bird."

"A- a what?" Merida snickered, not knowing if she hered it properly.

"A bird." The boy moaned. Closing his eyes in shame. "My friend got a pet pigeon and it flue off into the woods. So-"

"So he sent you in after it!" Merida laughed, completely forgetting her promise.

"Yeah." The boy smiled, giggling a bit at the sentence to. "And would you believe it, I had a rather hard time finding it."  
>"HA! I could imagine." Merida snickered, her curls bouncing with the force of her laughter.<p>

"You are horrible at keeping promises!" The boy shouted, but he was laughing too. Something about the way Merida was smiling seemed to cheer him up from the truly awful day he was having.  
>"Did you even end up finding it?" Merida gasped, her arms rapped around her stomach.<p>

"No." The boy admitted, his cheeks stinging from smiling. "But I bet Gobber will still be upset when I come back empty handed."

The two of them laughed on for another three minutes; their sides splitting with repressed giggling. Honestly in Merida's mind she new that it wasn't even that funny, but it was so nice to laugh this hard again and she could not help but laugh on harder. "Okay you now know my stupid reason to get lost in the woods," The boy sighed, the giggling finally quieting down. "Why are you out here? And unlike someone I'm gonna keep my promise of no laughing."

Merida smiled up at him, her face flushed.

"I was riding through the woods and I saw a will-o-wisp, so I followed it. Remember no laughing." But there wasn't any, the boy just looked blankly at her, his face twisted slightly in confusion.

"Will-o who?" He asked, eyebrows knitted.

"Wait what?" Merida said in surprise. "You don't know about the will of the wisp's?" The boy's vacant expression answered the question for him. Really? You have no idea?" The boy shook his head. "Didn't your mother ever tell you stories about them?" A sudden darkness passed over the lad's face and he looked down at the ground.

"No she didn't." He mumbled, his fingers picking at his fraying sleeve. Merida bit her lip as she realized that this was not a topic to be lightly brushed over.  
>"Well anyways wisps are these small balls of blue light that- why are you looking at me like that?" The boy's expressions had abruptly changed from moodily looking at his shoes to staring up at Merida with sudden realization, his eyes wide and his lips pressed together.<p>

"Because I think I've seen one." He said slowly. Merida blinked in surprise, slightly taken a back, but she recovered rather quickly.

"No you haven't, your just trying to get back at me for laughing at you before."  
>"No I swear!" The boy shouted, his voice rushed and frantic. "They are these small balls of blue fire that sing and disappear when you go up to touch one." He was panting now, lights flicking on in his head as things started making sense. "I saw one over there." He pointed to the cliff. "It made this noise like children singing, and gestured for me to come closer, and when I did-"<p>

"They vanished." Merida gasped, completing his sentence. "Bloody hell you have seen them."

"Yeah!" The boy smiled, seeming relieved that Merida had believed him. "I followed that trail."

"And they led you here." Merida puzzled, her eyebrows knitting again.

"So . . . so what dos that mean?" The boy asked, some of the franticness falling from his voice. A long pause stretched out between the two, and it wasn't tell Merida's eyes snapped on to the boys that she realized he was waiting for her answer.

"I don't know!" She cried.

"You must know something! You're the expert here!"

"No I'm not I learn things I don't teach them, I don't know anything!" The boy gave Merida a stern look at that, his brows creasing in disbelief. "Okay I'll rephrase I don't know anything useful."

"Yeah well neither do I! But right now you are the expert because you knew about the wisps before I did."

"Uh" Merida moaned dragging her fingers over her face and loosening another few curls.

"Here can you tell me what the wisps do? I mean beside getting you horribly lost and push you off a cliff?" The boy asked, attempting to make Merida's life a little easier.

"Well what they are suppose to do is lead you to your fate, you know, so you can change it."

"Fate?" The boy said, his tongue tripping over the word.

"You don't believe in fate?" Merida asked in surprise.

"No, I never did." The boy shrugged.

"Well what do you believe in then?"

The boy looked down at the ground in thought, his hand running absentmindedly through his hair.

"I don't really believe in anything. I guess there are gods, but their not to bothered with me."  
>"You believe in gods?" Merida frowned, wondering how the boy could have faith in such fantastical things like gods but not fate.<p>

"Uh we can banter about are belief system later, now I just want to figure out what this wisp stuff means." The boy snapped, rubbing his arm anxiously. Merida sighed and flicked a curl out of her eyes.

"So your wisp led you here?"

"Yeah."

"And mine led me here as well."

"Then . . . " the boy pondered, his eyes crinkling in thought. "Our fates must be around here some were, only possible explanation." Merida and the boy's heads both immediately started flicking around the clearing.

"Come on!" Merida shouted and grabbed the boy's hand, pulling him along. "I have some were important to be so we have to make this quick."

The search of the clearing lasted about ten minutes, and the results were dismal. Merida and the boy found nothing but the trees around them. No sine of the wisps and no sine of their fate. Tired and panting from their short but thorough search the two children stomped back to the center of the glade empty handed.

"That's it I give up!" the boy moaned, his bangs sticking to his forehead with sweat.

"You – bloody- wee- lamb." Merida panted, frowning down at the boy as he collapsed in the grass.

"Uh I don't care, call me names." The boy grumbled sleepily, pulling his arm over his eyes. "I'm just gonna sleep here for a couple hundred years . . . don't mind me."

"Uh get up!" Merida said determinedly. "Our fate is around here somewhere! Now help me look!" 

"I don't see it do you?" The boy asked groggily, his glassy green eyes meeting Merida's fiery once. "We looked, we lost and now I sleep. No wonder I don't believe in this fate stuff, you waist your whole life looking for it." 

"We just aren't looking hard enough, now come on!" Merida cried, nudging the boy a little with her boot. "It's probably staring us right in the face!" The boy and the girl shared a look again, green eyes bleak and board and blue eyes bright and burning.  
>"Nope I only see you." The boy moaned, covering his face again. Merida rolled her eyes and crouched down to the boys level. <p>

"Come on lad!" Merida wined, grabbing his arm and trying to pull him up. "You are the only other person I have ever met that has seen them!" She gasped, struggling under his wait, but the boy stubbornly did not move. "So we have to – look - before I have to go - back to the castle for that – Lord thing." Sharp breaths hampered her speech as she managed to pull the boy to shoulder height before he violently flailed at the last word she said. The two fell backwards in a heap of green and brown fabric.

"Thor and fire!" the boy shouted, his head popping out from the mass of bodies, some of Merida's red curls tangled in his own brown locks. As fast as steel the boy was up, tripping once over Merida's legs and bolting over to the cliff face again. "I have to get to the DunBroch castle NOW!"

"What?" Merida asked, arching her back on the ground so she was looking at the shivering boy upside down.

"Please can you help me get there?" He shouted, his hole body trembling. "I don't know were I am an I need to get to the main hall."

_Home? _Merida thought._ Why dos he need to go to my home? Wait! I need to go there too! Why was that again? _Clean happy and on time rang in both of the children's ears at that one split second, both harts grip with fear of their punishment if they were late. "OH god of hell and high heaven!" Merida screamed, her curls blazing like bonfire's as she too sprung to her feet. 

"WE NEED TO GET BACK TO THE CASLE!" She cried her braid a tangled mess now. The boy nodded vigorously his eyes paled over with a frantic mist. Neither of the children found it odd that they both had to reach the kingdom of DunBroch, for they were now running to fast to think strait. Merida had seized a hand full of the boys vest and dragged him in the direction she had come from, were she knew Angus was grazing. Hopping over logs and duking under branches, the to bolted through the woods, their breath sharp in their throats. _Horse! Horse! Horse! _Merida thought frantically, turning her head this way and that as she searched for her skittish pony. Sliding to a halt Merida cupped her hands around her mouth and screamed for Angus to come. The boy's breath was hot on the back of her neck as he pulled up behind her. It ruffled Merida's hair and brought a blush curling up her neck and up to her cheeks.

A sudden clip clop noise fell on the princess's ears and she spun around to see her gray stallion thumping up to meet her. The boy caught a face full of red hair before spiting out a curl and noticing the steed as well.

"He's the biggest horse I've ever seen." The lad gasped, the franticness leaving his face for a moment. 

"Yeah." Merida sighed stepping over to climb up on the saddle. "But he doesn't really like new people that much so just come over here carefully and I'll-" But the lad had step forward cautiously, his fingers quivering as he reached up to press his palm against the horses velvet nose. Merida gasped and got ready to grab the gray stallion to stop him from charging done the small boy, but there was no need. Angus's head dipped as he pressed his nose into the small palm, his eyes closing and his ears flattening. Merida stared, her mouth open slightly as she watched the lad scratch her skittish horse on the neck, his lips twirling. 

"Have you got a horse of your own?" The princess gasped.

"What? No." The boy giggled, seeming to find her question very funny. "He's certainly not a horse." The boy ran his fingers through the black main of the stallion, his hole expression and demeanor completely relaxed. The horse nuzzled his nose into the lads green tunic, his hot breath causing the auburn hair to shoot up.

The boy had a lot more trouble getting on to the horse then he did greeting it. He kept mumbling that it was a lot easier when they were lower down, but Merida ignored him. She had no idea how long she had spent in the forest, timed seemed to have forgotten his duty for the day, and the minutes were morphing into hours. As soon as the boy had finally pulled himself on, Merida swung herself expertly onto the steed's back, her hair hitting the lad in the face again as she did so. "Right mate, have you ever been riding before?" Merida asked, positioning herself snugly in the leather saddle. 

"Uh." Was the answer she herd. "N- no not horses."  
>"Well okay its really simple just place your hands on ma waist."<p>

"What!"

"Place your hands on ma waist!"

"Uh."

"Bloody hell." Merida spat and spun in her seat. She grabbed the boys hands and planted them firmly on her hips. "Hold on tight lad." She whispered, and gave him a wink that brought a flush to his face.

"Look ma lady I have actually ridden on a- uh, well I've done riding before so you don't need to worry to- aaahhhhhh!" The horse shot out like a cork from a wine bottle. The hands that were once tenderly resting on her hips were now wrapped tightly across her stomach.

"You were saying lad!" Merida called over her shoulder, a smile on her lips again.

"Uh this is just horrible!" Was the response.

"What kind of riding do you do then? This here is the best horse I've ever seen!"

"The bouncing up and down is just terrible! How do you stand this?" The boy shouted back, his head berried in Merida's hair. A summer time laughter rang from the princess as the two bolted back to the kingdom of DunBroch.

"You'll learn to love it!" She sang out, winding her hands in the black main and directing the horse expertly through the thinning forest.

Eleanor was chewing on her tongue in the main hall of DunBroch castle. The lords were dew here any minute now and her rambunctious fire head of a daughter was no were to be seen. She had Maudie checking the stables while she kept and eye on the front door. Merida certainly was on thin ice, and nothing could possibly make her situation any more treacherous. Bang! Eleanor jumped in her seat at the front of the hall; her posture improving immensely when she feared there may be some one to see her. Peering over from her hidden spot behind one of the pillars. She saw a bright crop of auburn hair barrel his way into the hall, his brown fur vest hanging in a tangle from his thin shoulders.

"Oh thank Thor!" the boy sighed placing his hand on his forehead and leaning up against the door front. 

"Did we make it?" Came the disembodied voice of her daughter. The boys face brightened and then turned to the doorway.

"Hey! We did!" The boy panted, his chest rising and falling at an alarming rate.  
>"Thank bloody god!" Was the startling response. Eleanor stiffened at the sharp tongue of her daughter, shocked that she would even use such language.<p>

The streak of red and brown was all that Eleanor saw of her daughter as she too bolted into the grate hall. When she had skidded to a halt beside the beaming boy the queen finally took in the disheveled figure of her panting princess. Merida's hair was even more a mess then normal. It was half done up in a French braid down her back, the rest of it tumbling loosely across her sweaty face. She had dirt smudged across her nose and twigs lodged haphazardly in her red curls. Her dress was the worst of all though. It was powdered in dust and dirt. The light brow of the dress caked in mud and filth so you could not even see the original colour. She was disgusting looking. The boy beside her however was no better. In fact he was even a little worse. He too had twigs and leaves lodged in his hair. His face was powdered with dirt and his clothes were ripped and filthy. A large bruise was blossoming under his left eye, were a small cut ripped his cheekbone. More blood was dripping down from his lips, drooling to his chin and dotting his tunic with red. However as the to children glanced happily at each other, they did not seem to notice the state of second hand they were in. "Ok lad." Merida panted, her hands on her thighs as she bent over in exhaustion. "I'll give you this. Even if- you are- the- worst ever at- getting on a horse you bloody well can run."

The boy smiled at her as he sank to the ground, his back sliding down the stonewall. 

"I really didn't think we were gonna make it." He gasped, his speech still hampered by rushed breaths.

"Yeah I know." Merida giggled "You would not believe ma mums face if we didn't."

"Uh!" The boy laughed. "My dad would have my head - on a spilt if I – if I . . ." Realization was crossing the boys face like a hurricane. He stiffened and got up slowly, his eyes glancing up and down Merida's smiling figure. "Why do you need to get here on time?" The boy asked, his voice lased with anxiety. Merida looked at the boy in confusion, not having put two and two together yet.

"For the- thing. You know- the lord thing." She panted, her hands still on her thighs.

"Oh no." The boy groaned, his eyes wide. "You- you're joking."

"What?" Merida snapped, straitening up and frowning at the boy. "W- why are you…" Merida's eyes grew as large as the lads as she stared at him. "Oh shit."

"MERIDA!" Eleanor shouted, immerging from her hiding spot, her face livid. "What kind of language is that?" Both children jumped at the sudden adult. 

"Mum!" Merida cried, her hand flying to her hair as she attempted to flatten it.

"Oh come on." The boy moaned looking from Merida to Eleanor. "The hole time I was talking to you!" Merida shot the boy a very nasty look, her fist balling. "This is just evil." The lad mumbled, running his hands through his messy hair.

"Who are you anyway?" Eleanor asked sharply, causing the boy to flinch. He opened his mouth to respond but a booming voice did it for him.

"Hiccup!" Came the very loud very deep voice of Stoick the vast. The auburn haired boy looked like he had just bin doused in icy water as he turned to see his fathers stern figure marching up to the great hall door. Behind him was a group of lost looking Vikings, their hair glimmering copper and gold in the setting sun.

"You're the Viking?" Merida sneered, her mouth dropping in disbelief. Hiccup turned from his father's approaching figure to glair at Merida. 

"Your one to talk princess Merida." The boy spat, his green eyes dark and cold again.  
>"Hiccup lad were in Valhalla have you-" But then Stoick caught the chilling glair of the Queen. "Lady Eleanor." The chief gasped, inclining his head slightly in respect.<p>

"Stoick." Queen Eleanor said coldly, her frail body drawn up to full height. "I take it this is your boy, Hiccup." All eyes turned down to Hiccups pale face.

"Yes this-" But then Stoick stopped at the sight of the blood staining his sons cheek and lip. "Hiccup lad, what happen to you?" Hiccup looked with confusion at his dad for a moment, before licking his lip and tasting the blood still wet on his mouth.

"Oh!" The Viking boy stammered, remembering the multiple injury's he was sporting. "Yeah that." His eyes snapped on to Merida who was chewing her fingernail. Their eyes looked for a second and Merida shook her head once, her face pleading. She then glanced anxiously over at her mum who was glaring sternly down at her. Hiccup looked up at his own dad who was giving him the same look.  
>"T- tree branch." He stammered, rubbing the back of his neck in false embarrassment. "I bent a tree branch back and it hit me in the eye." Stoick rolled his eyes at his son and mumbled something like 'you would do something stupid like that.'<br>"Ok lad, go over to Gobber and he can give you a rough patch up." Stoick said sternly, pinching the bridge of his nose. Hiccup seemed relieved to slip out from under his father's gaze and turned on his heal to run out the door. Jumping the last step of the staircase to the grate hall Hiccup shot a quick look over his shoulder at Merida's shrinking figure. She was looking sourly at her shoes as her mother chastised her for arriving so dirty. However she peeked up through her tangle of red hair at Hiccup, mouthing the words 'Thanks for not telling.' Hiccup gave her a small smile and then turned to be gawked at by the rest of the Vikings.

"Hiccup what happen!" Gobber blurted, his eyes falling on his disheveled looking apprentice. "You look like you got into a fight with a bear." Hiccup smirked moodily at this. '_Nope.'_ The boy thought, his face still red from the uncomfortable first encounter._ 'I just met a pretty girl instead.' _
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Chapter 6

Hiccup eats Haggis

Merida was drumming her fingers angrily on the armrest of her wooden throne. Her head still stung from the brush her mother had cruelly dragged through her tangled locks, inflicting enough pain to draw tears to the princess's eyes. Frowning at the memory, Merida took a deep breath, but she was hampered by the dress caging her ribs. Pulling with childish mutters at the blue silk the princess attempted to make the proper alterations so breathing became natural, only to receive a hiss from her mother. Merida looked cautiously up to see Eleanor glaring at her, telling her with a look to stop fiddling and sit up straight. The queen then got back to herding the triplets into a straight line, which seemed to be proving difficult. Sighing Merida fell back in the seat and eyed the closed doors of the great hall. In no less than two minutes four kingdoms are going to come barreling into the room, their stupid sons in toe. Merida's thoughts flicked quickly to Hiccup, but she smothered the thought as swiftly as it came. _Stop thinking about him Merida; he doesn't matter._ When Merida had bin grilled about what happened between herself and the Viking boy, she had made up some story about meeting each other in the courtyard, not even mentioning the forest or the wisps. She wondered if Hiccup had told his father. She hoped he didn't.

The padding of Elinor's feet came to Merida's attention as she chastised her father about the state of his beard, saying there are bits of his lunch in it. "And right where they should be." The king said sagely, brushing at the whiskers on his cheeks with a loving touch. "Why do you think I grow it out? Best soup catcher I ever had, no need for those _napkins_." Elinor answered this quip with a look that could crack rock. Gulping the king sat up strait in his seat, looking and feeling like his mother was scolding him.

Finally Elinor reached her last patient. "Merida, lamb, sit up, and don't look like you have swallowed a lemon." Feeling ice curl around her insides Merida sat up, her eyes narrowed. Sighing Elinor tucked a loose curl back inside the new French braid. She straightened the small golden circlet that entwine with the red curls of Merida's hair. Elinor's eyes then fell down to her daughters face. Merida was bighting her lip and staring with nervous anticipation at the doors again, her small hands curling like bear claws around the arm rest of her too big throne. Elinor's sternness broke and she cupped her daughter's head in her hands. Fergus looked away to give the women some privacy. "Merida." Elinor began, the fear that Merida was feeling clawing up in the Queens stomach. She had seen that same look on her own face a lifetime ago. "Merida dear just-" Blue eyes were staring pleadingly up at her mother, desperate and young. "Just remember to smile." Merida felt the small hope that had bloomed in her chest crushed in one, unhelpful sentence. Lower lip shaking she drew her face away, but tried to give her mum the smile she wanted.

Elinor walked back to her seat quickly, her throat stiff. Merida drew herself up as her mother waved for the gates to be opened. She blinked rapidly, stabbing the tears from her eyes. She wasn't going to cry, not today, there was no time for that. Taking a deep breath, she hardened her face, and watched the doors. There was a pause and then, BANG! The doors flew open and expelled a mass of men and noise. A flood of flags and voices cascaded over Merida like a wave of heat, causing her to shrink slightly in her seat. They all lined up in front of the royal family, four men pushing their way to the front. Ice from her stomach curled its way up Merida's heart, she didn't recognize anyone. But a sudden patch of auburn shined in the dim light of the hall, and Merida's eyes found a dazzling forest green. She smiled in spite of herself. Hiccup. The boy looked a lot smaller then he had when she first met him. He stood in the shadow of his father, his fingers picking absent-mindedly at the bandage over his cheek. She snickered to herself about that, but then the gleam of a helmet caught her eye. A horned helmet was glinting wickedly on the top of his head, causing his hair to stick out in odd directions. The helmet was painfully too big for him, slowly falling over his eyes every few seconds, making the boy correct it with a flick of his head.

Hiccup was comically small in comparison to the other Vikings around him, standing out like a birch tree in the woods. He was also looking paler then when they first met, his eyes darken in the company of his fellow Vikings. Merida turned away quickly before Hiccup had time to look up from his boots to see her staring. Anger was boiling in her chest again, and she was torn between laughing with Hiccup again after the meeting was over, or simply jumping up now and murdering him. But then the queen stood up, drawing everyone's attention in the room, except one.

Hiccup shot Merida a look from under his helmet, his mouth dropping open as he did so. Merida was wrapped in a tight blue dress that showed off her figure perfectly. Her hair was bound tightly in another French braid, with a golden crown winking at him in the dyeing sunlight. She did look beautiful. But it was strange to see her dressed up like that, looking like an eagle in a too small golden cage. The helmet fell over his eyes again and Hiccup hissed in annoyance. He pushed the cold metal from his vision again. As he looked back at Merida his eyes widened, she was staring at him too.

They held the stair for a minute, each watching the others face for signs of weakness. Hiccup narrowed his eyes at the girl in an accusatory manner, his face reflected in the face of the princess. She wasn't going to blink first. But then Elinor cleared her throat and both children flicked their attention to the queen. Hiccup realized that she had been giving a speech the entire time, and was now looking expectedly down at the masses beneath her. _Wait what?_ Hiccup thought through cotton balls, looking around the room with butterflies dancing in his chest. _What is going on? What am I supposed to be doing? _A man stepped out from the group, puffing his chest proudly.

"From Clan Macintosh!" The man began, his fellow cronies crying the words Macintosh with great pride. "I present my first born son!" A boy with long dark hair swaggered forward, his sword drawn up. He shot Merida a smirk with raised eye brows. Hiccup glanced up at Merida who had her hands over her eyes, looking deeply discussed with the boy. Hiccups smiled at this, his heart being injected with unexplained happiness. But the man, who Hiccup could only guess was Lord of the Macintosh house, drew the people's attention again. "Defender of the south! And slaughter the sea, with his sword he cut down one thousand foes!" Another roar of Macintosh was herd and both dark haired men stepped back.

The next to stride forward was a large sandy bearded man, his eyes completely hidden underneath his large eyebrows. "Clan MacGuffin!" He cried. There was another roar from his men of 'MacGuffin!' Before the chief started his speech.

"I present heir and son!" At this a boy stepped forward, around the same build as Fishlegs. Vanquisher of armadas and crusher of rocks!" The boy pulled a small log out from behind his back and snapped it in two, making Hiccup gulp. "With his bare hands!" Lord MacGuffin continued, "He defeated two thousand foes." The large boy peeked a shy look up at Merida, who returned it. Hiccup rolled his eyes, and glared moodily at his toes. Finally a very short man stepped forward, and Hiccup was startled to see how close he was to the Vikings. Another pang of fear passed over his face as he realized that his dad would be presenting him to the room. What was he going to say about him? Hiccup shuttered at the thought.

"Dingwall!" The short man cried, raising the traditional roar from his troupes. "I present my only son." The man said sadly, raising his hand to a large, muscle bound man even taller than Stoick. Hiccups eyes widened and his mouth lulled open at the size of the hulking figure. Merida was mirroring Hiccups expression as her eyes flicked up and down the huge man who dwarfed the rest of the room. "He took out an entire armada single handedly." The Lord Dingwall continued. "With one arm he was-" But then he paused, looking to see what everyone was staring at. He gave an audible sigh and grabbed at a small boy behind the larger man. "With one arm he was steering the ship! And with the other, he held his mighty sword aloft!" The boy was a lot smaller than the other suitors, but still taller than Hiccup. He had a bright batch of blond hair that stuck up and was the color of lemons. But what was so amusing about him was not the sheer lack of size or muscle, but the daft expression on his face. He looked like he had just been hit on the head and was staring dreamily with his mouth slightly open.

Hiccup glanced up at Merida and snorted at the look she was giving the boy. Merida glared over at Hiccup, but this did not scare him in the slightest. 'You should give him a chance' Hiccup mouthed at her, causing Merida to give a very unladylike snort as well. But then Hiccup's father stepped forward, and Hiccup felt the bottom of his stomach drop out. 

"The Island of Berk!" Stoick cried, and a roar of Vikings answered him. Hiccup could see the other clans shooting them dirty looks, and the boy could tell that Vikings were normally not allowed to such regale affairs. "I present my only son." Stoick cried, his voice laces with disappointment that caused Hiccups face to go white with suppressed grief. "Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third." Hiccup was about to take a step forward when he noticed the lack of achievements that all the other fathers had attached on the end. He was just Hiccup in Stoick's mind. Not an inventor, or a troll hunter. His father didn't even mention his amazing ability to set fire to things that no one even new was flammable to begin with. Chewing his tongue in angry bitterness Hiccup suddenly felt a small push on his shoulder blades from Gobber who was standing behind him. Hiccup shakily stepped forward, his helmet slipping over his green eyes again.

There was a cackle of laughter from the crowd as the smallest Viking in living memory presented himself to the Princess of Scotland. Merida watched Hiccup roll his eyes at the snickering behind him, clearly use to such behavior. He straightened the helmet and glanced up at Merida. The red haired princess didn't know what she was supposed to do with herself as they both made eye contact again. It would be so easy to glare at him, or smirk, or just not look at him all together. But the snickering behind the boy's small familiar figure was so grating to her, that it seemed almost evil to cast him down now. So she just looked up, gave him a quick smile that wrinkled her eyes, and looked back down at her hands again. To Merida's great annoyance a red blush was creeping its way up her cheeks. _Damn this social crap. _Merida thought bitterly.

Elinor then cleared her throat again, which gained the attention of the entire crowd. Hiccup who was blushing along with Merida snapped his eyes away from the red haired princess to the stern face of the Queen. "Now that we have done the introductions, I ask my daughter Merida to step forward and say her challenge." There was a pause. "Merida." Elinor said again, much sharper this time. Merida who was still looking down at her hands straightened up, the blush not letting go of her cheeks. The air caught in her throat as the princess realized she was expected to speak. Standing slowly, Merida walked up to where her mother was waiting for her, flattening the front of her silk dress as she went. Elinor smiled down at her when she reached the front of the hall. "Merida," The queen said soothingly, "Your challenge." 

"Uh…" Merida began, her ears turning red like they always did when she had to talk like her mother. "For- for my challenge I have…" The crowd watched her with blank faces. The red from Merida's ears was now curling around her neck, choking her up with embarrassment. Normally when she got like this she would focus on her father's face. Someone familiar, some one that she could pretend like she was mocking the princess act and fool the crowd into thinking she was serious. But he was sitting behind her, his eyes trained nervously on the back of her head. "I- um…" Merida choked, anger boiling in her stomach. But then a sudden shine of light caught her eye. Sun light from the open windows had gathered on the helmet of a small figure in the front. It startled Merida for a moment, the bright patch of light catching her eye like fish hooks. A hand reached up and straitened the helmet, pushing it out of his green eyes. Hiccup saw Merida stuttering, and new the feeling of drowning in other people's stares. Merida saw Hiccup, and knew he was someone she could pretend with, he knew that she really wasn't like this.

Gathering air in her lungs she focused her gaze on Hiccup. He stared back at her, slightly shocked that she was looking at him with such intensity. "For my challenge I have considered greatly the tools that one needs to be my husband." Merida said in a very clear pretty voice. Hiccup blinked slightly at the rapidchange in tone. For Thor's sake she sounded like a bird when she talked like that.

Merida noticed the surprise and smiled at him, but then swept the rest of the suitors so no one would think she was favoring him. Because she wasn't, she was using him. "I believe a man should be brave, I believe he should be strong and willing to fight for something, even if it seems impossible." Hiccup felt slightly gut punched and tried to break eye contact with Merida. But her blue eyes widened with fear as he looked down. Hiccup looked back at her and noticed she had paused in her speech to hold his gaze for a second, her lips pressed together in a nervous line.

When Merida was sure she had the green eyes locked in her stair she continued. "So for my challenge I have decided that my suitors shall fight a dragon for me."

The sudden roar from the Vikings even caused Elinor to jump. Merida knitted her brow in confusion as the large burly men grasped each other's arms, slapped one another on the back and chanted victory songs in there Nordic tongue. The other clans seemed less pleased; they were gaping at Merida, eyes flicking from Merida to the Vikings.

"Treachery!" Dingwall shouted. "There is conspiracy here, I can smell it!"

"What?" Merida snapped, her princess image crumbling slightly in anger. "Yeah boney blooded liar there is nah conspiracy!" Dingwall looked slightly taken aback by the ferocity in the princesses voice but pressed on. 

"We all know that the Viking tribe is famous for its dealings with dragons." There was a murmur of agreement from the other tribes. "They are the only ones amongst us that has ever had fights with dragons, that has ever even seen one!" A louder cry of agreement rang out behind the fuming Scottish man. "I say conspiracy!" A chant of 'conspiracy' rang out behind him. Merida was boiling with rage and several curls were unwinding from her braid. She opened her mouth to tell the angry crowd just where they can stuff their conspiracy when a hand fell down on her shoulder. Elinor pulled her daughter behind her and stared icily down at the red-faced crowd. Silence fell like a curtain.

"There is no conspiracy." Elinor boomed, her eyes falling on each face of the Magoffin, Dingwall and Macintosh clan. "My daughter has no favorite in this affair, she is simply giving her challenge to her suitors. If you cannot respect her decision, then by default you do not respect her, and therefor me." Merida was gazing at her mother with amazement; she had every man in that room by their throats. "If you feel that my castle has done you some wrong, then I implore you to say so, and the king will show you out." At this king Fergus stood up, his shadow so large that it cast Merida in safe darkness but only managed to nip the hem of Elinor's dress.

Merida flicked her gaze from her mother to the crowd, wondering if anyone would be mad enough to challenge the queen's judgment. Everyone was casting shifty looks to one another and a low muttering could be herd. Merida spotted the patch of brown and green that was Hiccup and frowned in confusion at the look of utter horror on his face. He was gazing blankly down at the floor, his thin shoulders rising and falling with sharp breaths. Merida bit her lip._ Oh god I hope I haven't just sent him to an early death._ Merida picked anxiously at the dirt caught under her fingernails from when she and Hiccup had the very awkward first encounters in the forest. The grime was not budging, stubbornly refusing to let Merida forget about the time when they were just kids and not prince and princess.

Elinor spoke again. Now that this disagreement has been sorted with, I ask all of you to join my husband and I for a celebratory feast in the great hall. Smiles were sown back onto the crowd's faces at the mention of meat and mead, their suspicions melting along with their hostility. "Also." Elinor added, speaking louder over the bustling of the crowd. "I ask the suitors and my daughter to follow the chamber maid to a dining hall of their own, where they can talk amongst themselves.

Merida's admiration for her mother shattered again. She gritted her teeth in anger, her hair crackling with bottled up rage. Balling her fist's she stomped over to sit down in her throne again, waiting for the trampling of the hungry crowd to stop before she went over to Maudie.

Muttering curses under her breath Merida watched her mother glide through the hall to join arms with her father. Another few curls twisted out from the tight French braid as Merida pretended that her mother's head was exploding. However the glint of metal suddenly shone out from the center of the bustling crowd, distracting Merida from her anger. Hiccup was being buffeted this way and that in the large mass of men, his helmet slipping over his eyes with every whack. Sighing in annoyance Merida stood up and made her way over to the crowd, holding her skirts up so they would not be stepped on.

Hiccup in the meantime was trying to find his way out of the chaos of moving bodies. He had lost sight of the thrones several minutes ago and was now attempting to not trip and fall to his death. _God's I miss Toothless._ Hiccup thought as he was knocked from side to side, the sound of the hall crashing onto his eardrums. Something however had missed Hiccup. A hand closed around his wrist and dragged him backwards. Hiccup let out a cry of surprise and whipped around to see a patch of red hair before he was pulled free of the crowd.

Merida and Hiccup glanced at each other. They then realized they were standing on the stage were the throne's sat. "What were you doing in there? Counting the beards? Ma mum said for us to go to the scullery maid. Yeah should have ran for her when you had the chance." Merida said with slight exasperation.

"I don't know what a scullery maid is." Hiccup retorted. "I may be a chiefs son, but we never had servants where I come from." Merida faltered at this.

"Really?" She gasped. "Who gets you dressed in the morning."  
>"You don't dress yourself?" Hiccup snickered, relaxing slightly.<br>"Well… no- I… Shut up." Merida snapped, the blush back in her cheeks. Hiccup didn't press the point even though he was sorely tempted. "Oh come on." Merida began to drag Hiccup in the direction of a squat woman, wearing a light brown dress. "You bloody numpty." Merida giggled as Hiccup stumbled slightly on his too big shoes.

The two children weaved their way expertly through the crowd; fingers lock so they would not be separated. Hiccup felt the heat from Merida's hand make its way up his arm, worming up his chest as they walked.

With one last pull they were both free from the crowd of rapidly dispersing men and where beaming up at a very startled chambermaid. "Hello Maudie." Merida giggled, amused at the odd expression on the woman's face. Maudie glanced down at Merida's hand, eyeing the locked fingers of the two children. Merida suddenly felt Hiccups finger pads against her palm. She stiffened and untwined herself from Hiccup. The Viking seemed to also be embarrassed at the touch for he walked a little ways away from the two women and leaned against the wall, pushing the helmet out of his eyes again. Maudie gave Merida a look and the princess glared back at her, daring her to say anything about it.

The uncomfortable atmosphere was thankfully ruptured by Macintosh MacGuffin and Dingwall finally breaking their way out of the crowd as well. Merida gave them a sweeping look, and Macintosh returned it was a dashing smile. "Uh." Merida groaned turning with disgust away from the boy and walked through the door to towards the dining chamber. "Come on Maudie show us the way."

Hiccup kept to the back of the small party of people. His helmet was under his arm now, having gotten tired of pushing it out of his eyes. Merida was walking with purpose beside her chambermaid, her long red braid swishing along behind her like a horses tail. Hiccup's stomach crawled at the thought of spending an evening with her. Their relationship was already so baffling to him. He would like to be friends, but the constant strain of their possible marriage was weighing down every awkward glance they gave each other. The other suitors would not help matters either.

Hiccup gave them a quick look, his green eyes documenting their appearance. Macintosh was giving the long stone halls a carelesssmirk, his hand resting on a long sword by his hip. He caught Hiccup staring at him, and gave the Viking a condescending glare that made Hiccup role his eyes. Hiccup then turned his attention to Dingwall who was walking slowly beside him, a dull glaze to his eyes. The lemon haired boy seemed to be half aware of everything as they neared a door, yellow light pouring out. Hiccup filed him away for later thought and focused on the last boy. He reminded Hiccup a lot of Fishlegs, his meaty finger's twisting anxiously into a knot. Maybe he was just as confused with the situation as Hiccup was, the boy thought.

But his inspection of the suitors was cut short as Maudie banged a door open and gestured for them all to go in. A small long table with five straight back chairs stood in the center of the torch lit room. Macintosh pushed roughly past Hiccup and walked in beside Merida. She eyed him with suspicion. He however was braver then he looked, because Macintosh gave Merida a cooling smile and pulled out a chair for her to sit in, presumably beside him. Merida bit her tongue but swallowed her pride and stepped on his foot as she sat down.

Dinner was proving to be a challenging affair. Hiccup sat across from Merida and to both children's equal embarrassment the table was narrow enough for their feet to accidently hit each other every time they shifted position. Hiccup was still numb from the realization that he once again had to fight a dragon, and this time his tribe's future was on the line. The gods were determined to remind him that they never really liked him, Hiccup thought bitterly as he stared at his mushroom soup with little interest. He knew that he should be hungry right now; he hadn't eaten in over seven hours. But food was a foreign thought in Hiccups mind, and throwing up in front of the princess of Scotland was rather undesirable at the moment.

Merida was apparently not hungry ether. She glared down at the innocent creamy broth with enough loathing to boil the soup again. Mackintosh seemed to be growing board with the deepening silence and turned to Merida.

"So Ma Lady, how did you come up with dragons for are challenge?" He asked innocently, but both Hiccup and Merida caught the glance he gave the Viking.

"I read it in a book Mackintosh." Merida snapped, her hair crackling. "It seemed like a good idea at the time."

"But now that you've met us." Mackintosh smiled, reclining so Merida had a full view of his muscled chest.

"Now it seems like a great idea." Merida said with a cold smile. All the hot air seemed to deflate from Mackintosh at those words, and he was left stupefied. Hiccup however snorted into his soup and gave a small bout of giggles. Merida grinned at this and picked up her spoon to eat.

"Your soup is a lot better than ours." Hiccup muffled, his mouth brimming with hot cream.

"Yeah?" Merida said, scraping a mushroom from the wooden bole. Hiccup nodded as he spooned another mouth full. 

"This stuffs actually warm."

Merida smiled at this and grabbed a dinner role from the center of the small table. Macintosh was sulking at his table set, glaring bitterly at Hiccups turned face. Dingwall was absentmindedly razing and dropping the soup in his bowl and MacGuffin was shoveling down sweet rolls by the dozen.

"What are these green things?" Hiccup asked poking a green plant floating in his soup.

"That's basil." Merida slurred, her spoon still lodged in her mouth. "They help the decoration, or some rubbish like that." Hiccup picked at the green vegetable for a moment longer, and then spooned it into his mouth.

With the bowls scraped of their contents Hiccup got ready to leave, reaching down to grab his helmet from under his chair. "Hiccup where are you going?" Merida asked, her brows knitting.  
>"The foods gone." Hiccup answered, confusion also passing over his own face. "What else are we supposed to do?"<p>

"There's a second course yeah clot head." Merida giggled, leaning back to rest against her chair.

"What do you mean a second course?"

"Did you really think we were going to only have soup for dinner?" Macintosh asked, eyeing Hiccup with that damn condescending look again.

A bang came from the kitchen door and a group of servants came in. They bustled past Hiccup who was still standing and cleared the table with one swift movement. Another line of servants entered as the first line left. They all bore steaming plates.

Hiccup watched as another dinner was laid out in front of him, his mouth open slightly in shock. 

"What you guys eat two dinners?" Hiccup choked as he slumped back in his seat.

"Well kind of- sort of…I guess we do." Merida stuttered, her face shocked. But she then shrugged and cut into her meat.

"How much food do you Vikings eat?" Macintosh snickered, his amusement very obvious.

"Clearly not as much as you." Hiccup answered, eyes snapping up too meet the scots.

"Well then how is everyone on your island so huge?" Macintosh asked, grabbing another sweet role from the replenished plate before MacGuffin ate them all again.

"I don't know." Hiccup muttered, picking up his spoon and knife and poking at the brown lump on his plate. "Sheer determination I guess."

"So what happened with you?" Macintosh asked nastily, taking a bite out of the sweet role. "No determination?" Hiccup gripped his cutlery a bit too tightly and glared up at Macintosh through his auburn bangs. 

"Macintosh," Merida said dryly, not taking her eyes of her plate as she cut her food, "Maybe he, unlike you, decided to put some determination into his personality and brains, rather than just stuffing it into being a muscle bound moron," Merida smiled up at her fellow scot. "Now be a dear and shut up and eat your damn food." This was said with a little less sweetness. Hiccup was staring at Merida with slight confusion, but a blush was once again winding its way up his cheeks. A warm spark settled in the pit of his stomach. He looked down to his plate, a smile curling his lips.

But then Hiccup further inspected the meal in front of him, poking it nervously with the end of his spoon. "Uh Merida." Hiccup began, cutting into the brown lump with his knife. "What is this?" Merida looked up from her own plate, the same brown thing half eaten. She and the other scots shared a knowing smile that did not sit will in Hiccups mind.

"Its haggis." She chuckled.

"Oh really." Hiccup said matter of factly, looking down at his plate then quickly back up to Merida. "What's haggis?"

"Trust me mate." Macintosh snickered, swallowing his own spoon full of the brown stuff. "You won't eat it if you know the details."

"Well that just fills me with confidence." Hiccup muttered, poking his haggis. Seriously Merida what is it, I can't tell if its meat or vegetation." Merida sighed and bit the caret off of her spoon.  
>"It's just a little wee sheep's stomach."<p>

Hiccups reaction almost made the princess spit her food out. She managed to swallow before choking out a hacked laughter. "Sheep's stomach?" Hiccup gagged, pushing the plate away with disgust. "What? Why would you eat that!"

"Because if yeah didn't there's no dessert." Macintosh laughed, biting animatedly into his steaming haggis.

"Gods I thought we Vikings had it bad on Berk." Hiccup spluttered.

"Well what did you eat on Berk?" Everyone jumped and looked down the table to see Dingwall looking dazedly up at them.

"Dammit Dingwall, I completely forgot you were here." Macintosh gasped, his hand over his chest. Dingwall however did not stop staring at Hiccup, so he shiftily answered the scots question.

"Well fish and really stale bread mostly."

"So just pretend the haggis is really stale bread." Merida muffled, razing a glass of mead to her lips.

"I can't." Hiccup sighed, glaring down at the haggis. "Really stale bread doesn't move on its own." There was a splutter and Hiccup was sprayed with mead as Merida spat it out in laughter. Hiccup closed his eyes against the oncoming storm, his face scrunching up. When he blinked them open again Merida had her fingers pressed over her mouth, surprise splashed on her face. Hiccup sighed. "Merida between the bruised cheek and the smell of mead people are going to think I got into a bar fight." Merida giggled again but she slowly got up, grabbing her serviette from her lap as she went.

"Sorry Hiccup." She snickered, patting down his wet hair. "But on the bright side, now you don't smell so much of fish." Hiccup rolled his eyes at this and took the cloth from her hands, wiping the mead and spit from his face.

Biting her lip to stop from laughing at Hiccups tussled hair, Merida sat back down beside Macintosh. "You better eat your Haggis Haddock." Merida giggled. "Or there's no dessert for you."

The rest of the evening past rather well in Hiccups mind, though the haggis was properly disgusting. However anything tasted better then limpets, and Hiccup had eaten that more times than he cared to remember. There wasn't much talking after the main cores, only some chatter between Hiccup and Merida. Macintosh had decided the Hiccup was too annoying to have a proper conversation with, and kept trying to catch Merida's attention the entire evening. This, to his very great annoyance did not go so well. She was busy listening to Hiccup prattle on about Berk; only he seemed very unwilling to discuss dragons in any detail. Macintosh figured it was because Hiccup didn't want to spill any secrets about how to fight them. He spent the rest of the evening sulking. Dingwall and MacGuffin seemed happy to just listen to Merida and Hiccup banter back and forth, too shy to take part in the conversation. The where also too shy to join the other kids as the dinner was broken up, and retired to their ships early for the evening.

Merida wanted to go visit Angus in the stables, and asked Hiccup if he wanted to come to. Macintosh just tagged along because there was nothing else to do. So the small party walked quietly through the stone halls, as they were not entirely sure they were allowed to do this.

It was night now, and the moon had grown from looking like a toenail, to a wide smile in the sea of velvety darkness. Macintosh had brought a lantern, but the moon did most of the work for him as the three figures walk slowly along the dirt path to the stables. Firefly's hung lazily in the long grass, looking like tiny fairy windows. Hiccup stopped beside a small patch of them, his eyes lighting up in wonder and fiery light. "What are these things?" He asked, crouching down to look closely at them. 

"Their fireflies." Merida replied, smiling at Hiccups childlike excitement. She crouch down beside him and cupped her hand around two of the glowing flies. "See" She said raising it so Hiccup could peek inside her cupped hands. "There wee bums glow with this weird yellow light."

"That's amazing." Hiccup gasped, taking Merida's hands in his so he could look closer. Merida's eyes widened at the touch and thought of pulling away, but she didn't.

"Don't you have firefly's back on Berk?" The princess asked. Hiccup shook his head, pulling away from Merida and letting go of her hands.

"We don't have nice things on Berk." A small pause passed after this, and then the two stood up and left the fireflies behind.

Macintosh Hiccup and Merida had just reached the stabile doors when a prickling passed over Hiccups neck. After living your whole life on an island that is barrage by dragons every other Tuesday, you get rather good at spotting the early warning signs. "The birds stopped singing." Hiccup said, his whole figure stiffening.

"Yeah." Macintosh yawned. "They probably went to bed. What hour is it anyway?" There was a sudden loud neighing from the stables, causing the three children to jump. Horse screams assaulted the group's ears, their eyes crinkling with discomfort. "Guys get under something." Hiccup shouted, his hands pressed his eardrums.

"What the hell is going on?" Merida shrieked, looking from the frightened horses to the spring loaded Viking.

"There's-"But before Hiccup could explain his voice was lost in a cry that shook the stones at the children's feet. A dragon roar crashed down on the teens, sending cold fear up the scots spines. They closed their eyes and pressed their palms over their ears. The Viking however did not close his eyes. His eyes shot upwards to see a black shape glide like a shadow across the darkening sky, blocking stars as it passed. It flew fast towards the castle, its shape dangerously illuminated by the moons generous light. More screams rang out from the heavily guarded turrets. Hiccup watched with dull fear as fire arrows were notched to their bows and sent singing at the demons shape. Air left Hiccups lungs as the shadow twisted and shrieked in midair, its bat like wings beating hard. "No." Hiccup whispered. The beast gave a cry of pain and glided away from the castle, his flight awkward and uneven. "No no no no no!" Hiccup wept, bolting towards the dark shape as it flew slowly towards the forest. "It's not him, he wouldn't do it, he forgot about me and stayed on Berk, why would he follow me, it's not him." Hiccup told himself as he ran faster towards the forest, his Viking helmet slipping over his eyes as he did so. Growling with anger Hiccup pushed the helmet off his head, letting it clang on the ground without a second glance. Merida, who had heard Hiccups rushed footsteps, cracked her eyes open to see where he went.

"Hiccup?" Merida cried, her hands still pressed over her ears. But a cloud had passed over the moon, and darkness had swallowed up Hiccups running figure. Then the candlelight from Macintoshes lantern caught on something in the grass, a patch of metal.

Picking up her skirts Merida ran towards the speck of pail light, her braid coming completely undone as she jogged. Stooping Merida hands grasped the horns of Hiccups helmet, a slight dent in the mettle now from where it hit the ground. Panting Merida straightened up and looked around the field for the missing boy. A cold breeze rippled the grass, setting Merida's hair a blaze as the wind ran its fingers through her curls. Pulling the helmet to her chest Merida looked over at the castle. The search fires were lit and shouts could still be herd from where she stood. Someone was screaming at the top of their lungs, sending everyone around them into a panic. Merida listened hard, gripping the helmet so tight that her knuckles turned white. The wind held his breath so the girl could hear the shout that would change the story that was unfolding around her drastically.

"Night Fury!" was the blood-curdling cry that rang out through the DunBroch castle.

Sorry that this update is so late. But good news, university month is done. So hopefully things can go back to a more normal schedule now. I hope you all have a wonderful march brake. Also if you need something else to read I have started a short story called inside The Inferno. It's a scene between Hiccup and Smaug from the Hobbit and pretty entertaining in my mind. I look forward to hearing what you think of my chapter; I will start the next one write away.
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><p><span>Chapter 7<span>

Downed Dragon

Late evening was wrapping its small dark fingers around the DunBroch forest. A sleepy silence perfumed the air, the occasional rustling of leafs the only noise in the darkness.

Phil the carrier pigeon was perched snugly on a large oak tree, his gray feathers puffed out. The bird was nibbling on the chewy left overs of an earth worm and was just thinking about finding a good place to sleep when a strange shift in the air came to his attention. Peeping with startled interest the bird looked up from his late night snack. The bird bobbed his head as he peered around the still forest. Fog was settling in, sticking to the pigeon's vision like pesky cobwebs, and hindering his line of sight. Peeping again the bird shrugged off the suspicion and went back to pecking at the earthworm. But just then a huge dark shape shot past him, knocking both bird and worm off their perch. Phil gave a squawk of surprise as he spiraled to the ground, his half eaten supper falling beside him. The little bird suddenly remembered that he had wings and beat them hurriedly to stop himself from becoming a feather-covered pancake.

His swift descent slowed and Phil glided shakily to a small blue berry bush. But as soon as he landed the pigeon was once again sent flying. Something green and brown knocking him from his perch as it ran past at brake neck speed. Another angry squawk left the bird as he stabled himself in the cold night air, tiny black eyes scanning the darkness for the thing that had hit him. Just at the edge of his vision Phil spotted a small figure with copper hair winding his way through the forest, pushing tree branches out of his way as he ran in the direction the black shadow had flown. But then the fog swallowed him up, and Phil was left alone in the silence once again.

Hiccup's heart was in his mouth as he ran through the trees. Every once and a while he would shoot a nervous glance upwards, searching for Toothless's shape in the sky. But his vision was blocked by leafs and branches. Breathing was becoming difficult as panic bit at Hiccups lungs, shooting sparks of pain into his chest with every spluttered gasp. Dazed green eyes looked upwards again, desperately trying to pick out sky through the dark canopy. But then the whole world shifted as his boots caught on a loose root and the Viking fell, bashing his chin on a rock. Eyes watering with pain Hiccup pushed himself onto his hands and knees, his breath speeding up dangerously. "Where are you Toothless?" The boy sobbed, tears beading along his eyelids.

Nothing moved in the darkness to help him. Panic was pressing down on his throat now, constricting his air and causing Hiccup to breath even faster. "No" The boy mumbled, rocking back to a crouching position. "No not again, don't-" But his vision had started to blur, and the familiar black dots were appearing once more. Eyes widening in horror Hiccup raised a shaking left hand to his throat, his right darting out to stabilize his swaying figure. His finger pads scraped on the rough bark of an oak tree, and grabbed one of the low hanging branches, knuckles turning white. "Stop it Haddock!" Hiccup gasped. "You- you aren't h-helping th-things!" But the black dots had started connecting themselves across his vision, looking like dark fireflies. Hiccup rapidly opened and closed his eyes, trying to stab the black dots out of his line of sight, but all that did was make him dizzier. Then his hand slipped from the rough bark of the tree, and the Viking was lying on dewy grass again.

"Toothless!" Hiccup called, his voice cracked with panic. But the dragon did not appear. Something snapped in Hiccups head, his breath doubling and his mind filling up with seawater. The Viking closed his eyes so the black dots would disappear and curled his fists around the large patches of moss on the ground, unearthing it in his panic. _Please help me._ Hiccup thought, tears streaming down his cheeks, cutting watery pathways through the dirt now staining his face. Then something moved in the night to help the hyperventilating boy. Hiccups rushed breath slowed slightly as a curious sound came to his attention, the sound of children laughing. Green eyes fluttered open, and saw that his hands, which were stretched out beside him, were bathed in a familiar blue light. Hiccup looked up quickly the tears drying to his cheeks. Through the interwoven lock of branches and grass the Viking could see a strange blue light, bobbing cheerfully on a lichen covered bolder.

"Y-You!" Hiccup gasped, scrambling to his feet. The wisp gave a coo of recognition, waving happily at the panting Viking. Hiccup's mouth was lulling open and awkwardly waved back. The wisp giggled and then vanished. "Hey wait no!" Hiccup cried, stumbling forward to where the blue fairy had bin hovering just two seconds ago. "I followed you last time, and you led me no where! I tried to look for what ever you sent me to find but there was nothing there!" Hiccup yelled, standing shakily next to the bolder the wisp had bin watching him from. "Come on!" The boy shouted, his head turning in all directions in hope of spotting the wisp again.

Shaking fingers found there way to the Vikings copper hair, dragging through the tangled locks as Hiccup spun on his heal, eyes darting from tree to tree in search of the will-o-wisp's. Growling in annoyance Hiccup stepped onto the large rock the blue fairy had just been waving at him from, hoping the rise in height would increase his chances of spotting the glow of blue fire. However what he had not anticipated was the low hanging branch perched precariously close to his head.

"Ah!" Hiccup cried as a sharp pain shot through his cranium, making his vision swim. Swearing the Viking clapped a hand over the bump slowly swelling on the back of his head, his other hand shooting up to grab the tree branch to steady himself. "I am beginning to build up a deep hatred towards tree branches." Hiccup hissed, rubbing his injured scull. But the giggle that came from just above him distracted the Viking boy from any thoughts of his misfortune.

Looking up Hiccup spotted the wisp, dancing just out of his reach on a tree branch three feet up from the one he had nocked his head on. Cracking a smile in spite of himself, Hiccup turned to face the glowing fireball. "Hi there." The Viking whispered, his emerald eyes reflecting the blue light from the wisp. "Do you still have some fate for me to find?" In response the fairy giggled and gave a small spin of excitement. The light then waved to something behind Hiccup, causing the boy's brows to crease in confusion. Turning from the fairy Hiccup jumped in surprise as three more wisps waved at him from just below the bolder. They were lined up single file and seemed very excited to see him, gesturing and cooing him to follow. "Were are we going?" Hiccup asked, a smile brimming his lips as he crouched down getting ready to slip off the rock and follow the singing fairies. There was a small whooshing noise and Hiccup knew the wisp behind him had vanished. Excitement clawed at his stomach as he jumped down from the bolder but the worry for Toothless was still present, the thought of his friend being hurt curled around his lungs, hindering his breath.

"Do you guys no were my dragon is?" Hiccup asked, stooping down to smile lopsidedly at the small fireballs. In response the lights twisted in mid air and vanished. "Oh wait what?" Hiccup gasped, straightening up. "Hey no! I didn't mean to offend-" But then the lights popped back into the panting Vikings vision, just a little ways away. Braking into a wide smile Hiccup took a breath of relief then slowly crept forward to follow the wisps.

Hiccup had been walking with the wisps for about seven minutes now, when an eerie noise came to his attention. Eyes widening the boy shrank into his fir vest as he came to a halt in the dark forest. A long low growl was coming from the black patches in the trees, occasionally interrupted by a sharp intake of breath from some giant beast. Hands curling into the warm fabric of his shirt, Hiccups green eyes shot from tree trunk to tree trunk, desperately trying to dig through the darkness that clung to the branches. For a split second the frightened boy thought he caught a glimpse of a pair of dark beady eyes watching him hungrily from the midnight of the forest, the left eye blacker then Night Fury scales, the right a sick milky white. Then a shifting of light beneath him caused the Viking to jump. Glancing down he saw the blue wisps still cooing and gesturing for him to follow, slight fear trembling down their small figures. They waved at him again; this movement far more desperate then before, as if they too felt there was something lurking in the darkness. Biting his lip Hiccup pressed on, eyes still trained on the trees were he thought he had spotted the eyes, the feeling of something watching him creeping down his neck.

But as soon as the Viking boy stumbled into a clearing, all thought of the dead eyes left his mind. Giant stones were standing like watchtowers in the small glen, each ranging in height and width. Some were no bigger then Vikings, their gray rock cloaked in moss and lichen. Others stretch on as high as houses, cracks running up their surfaces and looking like scarred warriors. But as Hiccups wide eyes trailed along the different rock faces his vision came to rest on the center of the strange circle of boulders. A grate blot of black was panted against the grays of the rocks. The moon, that was still smiling widely from above Hiccups head, shown his light down on a downed dragon, his great bat like wings stuck out in odd angles, his head pulled into his chest, eyes closed. "T-t-toothless." Hiccup whispered, eyes widening to the size of dinner plates. The shaking boy took one tentative step forward his mind filling up with seawater as he stared at his still friend. "Buddy." With the second shaky step forward the wisps, who had grown very quiet, suddenly sputtered and vanished, leaving the clearing a fare bit darker then before. But Hiccup barely noticed their absence because he was stumbling forward in an unstable run, his feet pounding against the ground as he sprinted towards the unmoving dragon.

Sliding on his knees for the last little distance Hiccup came to rest, crouching down, at the dragon's prone figure. "Toothless?" Hiccup whispered again, his voice becoming wobbly and choked as he pressed a trembling hand onto the Night Fury's nose, stroking the scales with his fingers. The Vikings heart leapt into his mouth as he felt small breaths puffing out from the dragon. He was still alive.

A slice of acid yellow broke through the black scales as Toothless opened one eye.

Sparks of adrenaline were shooting down Hiccup spine as the downed dragon gave his rider a small gummy smile and slowly placed his scaled head in the boys lap. The Viking gave a shutter as he felt the trembles rippling through the dragon and quickly raked his eyes over the scaled body for any sign of injury. But then a sudden cold swept over his hand. "Gah! Toothless!" Hiccup cried as he withdrew saliva-covered fingers. The dragon in question smiled wickedly then licked all the way up the boys arm. "Ah don't you dumb dragon!" Hiccup giggled pushing the Night Fury's head away before he could place another loving slobbering kiss on his already soaked shirt. Diving for safety Hiccup rolled away from his laughing dragon and was just about to jump on him in a tackle hug when he noticed the arrow sticking wickedly out of dragons left shoulder. Eyes flashing Hiccup slowly reached a shaking hand out to the injury. "T-Toothless!" The dragon's irises sharpened into slits and jerked away from the trembling fingers, growling slightly. Hiccup bit his lip as he surveyed his snarling friend. The dragon was crouching low to the ground, not mustering enough energy to pull himself to his feet but he had managed to stager drunkenly onto his two front paws, the injured left shaking terribly. His back was arched and his ears were pressed against the black scales of his head, the Night Fury's body tingled with adrenaline and pain as he slowly backed away from the small boy, eyes fogged over. "Toothless your hurt." The Viking choked. The pain in the boy's voice caused the dragon's eyes to dilate to the warm black pools they had been before but he still did not drop his defensive stance. "Toothless please." Hiccup whispered, slowly stepping towards the growling dragon, a hand-stretching out to pat the dragon's nose again. "Please let me help you." The cool tips of Hiccups fingers pressed themselves slowly onto the downed dragons nose, and gently Toothless pulled into the touch, his eyes closing as he breathed in his riders familiar sent, the smell of fish, smoke and pine needles, the smell of home.

Toothless lay grudgingly on his side, his left shoulder facing the night sky as Hiccups nimble fingers ran across his injury, inspecting it. Hiccup had his tongue between his teeth as he gently felt the area around the arrow shaft. Because of the nature of dragon scales no serious damage had been done to the Night fury, though the wound was deep it was far from any artery and was not life threatening. What was causing Hiccups chest to wriggle like snakes was the thought of infection or disease that could stem from such a hit.

The Viking had no experience with dragon illness and did not know if this was a thing to worry about or not. However what he needed to think about first was getting the arrow out of his best friends shoulder. With the feeling of foreboding Hiccup found the tip of the arrow, pointing luckily away from the dragons neck and towards the side of his arm. This would be painful but not as bad as it could have been. "Toothless." Hiccup said softly and the dragon gave a disgruntled grunt in response. "You're doing really, really well." The boy stammered but this only got an eye role from Toothless. "Okay buddy I'm gonna take the arrow out now." Hiccup continued and could feel the dragon tense up as he said this. "You are going to have to stay still, its gonna hurt." Another small grunt and Hiccup took that as a _I figure it would, this all sort of hurts_. Taking a deep breath Hiccup reached up to the arrow and gripped it tightly. The dragon gave a hiss but did not shake him off. "Good, good, you're doing so well." Hiccup mumbled getting ready. "Now listen bud. I need to push the arrow through the side of your arm, its already almost there I can feel the tip." The dragon hissed again, snapping his eyes shut. "I can't just pull it out, there's still the tip, I need to cut that off before I can take the arrow out." The dragon said nothing at this. "All right get ready to bight your tongue to protect your manliness." Hiccup half joked, half panted as he gripped the shaft even tighter. He then pushed the arrow in, eyes sparkling as he heard the sharp hiss and low growl of his best friend. "Your okay bud your okay, the arrows through. Your good." Hiccup panted as he inspected the small glint of mettle that was the arrows tip. It was coated in Toothless's dark red blood, steadily dripping and splattering the stuff on the grass. Hiccup felt a dull ache as he looked down at his own hands. Reddish black blood was painted across his palms, the dark colour sinking into his fingernails and calluses on his small hands. Hiccup blinked the tears away, he could think about the blood later. Walking over to Toothless's head Hiccup crouched down and gently pressed his forehead to the dragons own scaly one, shutting his eyes as he did so. "Hey buddy the bad part is over now." Hiccup whispered as the dragons foggy yellow eyes squinted at him. "I'll cut the arrow tip off then its all over, we can do something fun after that, okay?" Hiccup pulled his head away from his dragon, eyes opening to as he smiled lopsidedly down at the Night Fury. Toothless gave a gummy smile as well, though it was shaky and riddled with the pain of his shoulder. Hiccup gave him a loving scratch behind the ears before standing up and pulling a dagger out from the innards of his fur vest. "We will be done in two shakes of a lamb's tail."

Whatever lamb Hiccup was thinking about Toothless didn't know. _No lamb or sheep or horse could shake his tail this slowly_, the dragon thought bitterly as he squeezed his eyes shut against the pain roaring down his shoulder into his clawed feet. Hiccup was thinking along the same lines as he gently sawed away at the arrow tip, cutting through the wooden handle so he could then pull the shaft through Toothless's bloodied shoulder. "I'm almost through bud." Hiccup winced as he felt the dragon tense up against the pain. "Stupide knife is blunt." Toothless gave an annoyed puff, digging his claws into the ground. "Yeah, yeah I know I'm a stupid Viking brat who never keeps his weapons sharp." Hiccup grumbled as his stomach churned at the blood now oozing between his fingers. "You can punish me later with licks and slobbers." Narrowing his eyes the young Viking continued sawing away at the arrows shaft, his teeth grit. With a final slice that made Toothless give a small shriek of pain, the arrow tip was off. "Its done bud, it's done." Hiccup panted looking shakily over to his friends closed eyes. "Your all done, just need to get the arrow out." Grabbing the shaft Hiccup licked his lips once before quickly sliding the now headless arrow from the Night Fury's arm. Toothless gave another shriek and hiss of pain before rolling over onto his stomach, pulling his injured arm into a more comfortable position. Giving his own sigh of relief, Hiccup tossed the arrows shaft away from the two of them, and slowly walked over to Toothless head, knees wobbling as he did so. The Viking fell to a heap beside the dragon, the arrow's head still in his blood soaked hands. Holding it up for the dragon's inspection Hiccup gave Toothless a weak smile. "There you go bud." Hiccup panted, placing the tip on the ground beside the dragons half shut eyes. "You can keep it. Think of it as a hello gift from Scotland." Toothless didn't find this very funny. Eyes narrowing at his smirking human the dragon sat up and started licking his bloodied arm. Rolling his eyes Hiccup begrudgingly got to his feet again, and stomped over to tell off his glaring dragon.

"Don't you be acting all grouchy with me Toothless. You were the one who flew here." Toothless didn't raise his head; which made his rider even angrier. "Toothless." Hiccup snapped bloodied hands balling into fists. "Toothless you got shot! You could have died and you have the gall to be acting pouty with me." Toothless responded with a low growl, head rising from his wound. Hiccups anger left him as he saw the dark blood still dripping from his dragon's lower shoulder, some of the stuff smeared across the Night Fury's snout. Biting his lip the Vikings face softened to a worried grimace, remembering how upset he had been when he had lost the night fury scale. "I'm sorry bud." The Viking sighed, wrapping his arms around the dragon's neck, careful to avoid Toothless's shoulder. "You just missed me." Hiccup tightened his hug and closed his eyes, small face burying itself in the dragon's warm scaly neck. "I missed you too."

Hiccup stayed with Toothless for long into the night after that, making the dragon a make shift bandage out of the bottom of his bloodied green shirt. Toothless was quite tired from the long flight and blood loss, though his shoulder was not hurting nearly as much as it had with the arrow in it. The wound was cleaned and coded with Night Fury saliva, which Hiccup hoped, would get rid of the swelling and any infection from the arrows shaft. However Hiccup made a mental note to steal some metical supplies from the castle. One thing was quite clear however, Toothless could not fly home, and Hiccup was not happy about this.

"I still can't believe you Toothless." Hiccup grumbled as he lay sleepily beside his curled up dragon, a wing pulled protectively across the small boys body. "You have to be the most stubborn, bull headed, reckless dragon that ever flown in the Archipelago." Toothless smiled at Hiccups words and batted the boy on the back of the head with his tail playfully. "Hey quit it." Hiccup giggled, rubbing his head with false irritation. "Well at least your tails not broken, though it really wouldn't do you any good now that you have a gash in your arm." Toothless gave a purr and snuggled further against Hiccups side, eyes wide and reflecting star light. "Don't you give me that look." Hiccup chuckled, rubbing a hand down the dragons nose. "Now the Scots know there's a dragon in Scotland, and thanks to Merida's competition there gonna be looking for you." Toothless cocked his head at the new name. "Oh yeah you don't know Merida." Hiccup said slowly, seeming to forget for a minute that he and Merida had only met today and not been friends for years and years. Or at least Hiccup hoped they were friends. "You would like her." Hiccup said with a smile as he scratched his dragon behind the ears. "She's really smart and funny, not what I was expecting when my dad said princess." Hiccup chuckled as he remembered their less then comfortable first encounter in the glen that afternoon. However at the look Toothless was giving him Hiccup swiftly stopped smiling. "Oh shut up you lousy limpet it's not like that." Toothless gave a toothy grin which Hiccup ignored.

"Back to the main problem dragon." Hiccup said sternly folding his arms and trying his best to look angry, but his lips twitched. "You have gotten yourself stranded in enemy territory. That's bad dragon flying if ever I saw one. Those Scots are going to be swarming this place looking for you." The Night Fury gave a snort and rolled his eyes in a _I would like to see them try_ fashion. "You know just because we call you the unholy offspring of lightning and death its self doesn't mean you are one." The Viking snickered pushing the dragon's head away. Toothless gave Hiccup a quizzical look and the boy rolled his eyes. "Well thanks to tonight's adventure, you have a brand new hole in your shoulder, not very unholy are you?" This earned Hiccup a long slobbery lick up his arm for the particularly bad joke.

Merida lay awake in her bed, head resting on her hands as she watched the candlelight from her bedside table glimmer off Hiccup's Viking helmet. She studied the strange runes decorated along the rim, and the loving craft the mettle had been welded into place. She then looked up to the large dent not so lovingly left in the shiny mettle by Hiccup when he ripped it off his head.

The other Vikings had not said were Hiccup could have gone when Merida told them he had run off. They seemed to treat it as a common occurrence. Macintosh had laughed about it, saying the boy had probably run away to hide under his bed on the ship. Merida glared at the thought but could not place Hiccup as the sort to run from danger. Judging by all the cuts and scars running up the boy's arms danger was something that ran head long into him.

Frowning Merida sat up and snatched the helmet from her pillow. Weighing the object in her hand the princess quickly thought over everything that had happened today. She had become friends with Hiccup at the clearing. Then the truth of their possible marriage came to her attention and any emotional tie she had had towards him was cut. But she had still told him about fireflies, she had still defended him against Macintosh and now was worrying about his safety.

Merida glanced down at the helmet again, the cold mettle biting into her soft pail hands. She thought for a few more seconds before making her decision. The helmet let out a sharp clang as she dropped it on the floor of her bedroom. Merida herself pulled up the blankets of her bed and rolled over, facing away from the downed helmet. She could not stay friends with Hiccup because she did not want to become anything more with him. She did not want to get married and she did not want to send some one she liked into a dragon fighting competition. Tomorrow she would just ignore him, even if he tried to talk to her. And with that thought in mind Merida reached up and blew out the candle.

* * *
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Chapter 8

Too big

Morning came to Merida with as much grace and comfort as waves bashing a ship. Daylight was clinging to her eyelashes, pressing against her cheeks and entwining its yellow light in her mess of curly red locks, eagerly expecting her awakening. Merida however was not in the mind set to greet the morning.

Moaning into her pillow she pulled the covers over her head, grumbling a few choice swearwords at the suns early light. A loud bang startled her into peeping tired blue eyes out from under the tartan quilt, but only Maudie's plump figure was there to greet her. "Oh it's just you." Merida groaned, drowsiness sticking to her sentence as she slid back under her blankets. Maudie seemed rather miffed about the comment but said nothing. Sighing the chambermaid bustled over to Merida's closet and pulled out a pretty violet dress, silver thread stitched around the low neckline.

"I hope you slept well mam." Maudie cooed as she laid the dress beside Merida on the bed and then began picking out shoes.

"I slept beautifully." Merida snapped, sarcasm very present. "Like a rock. A very

dead unmoving rock."

"Oh I'm glad to hear that." The chambermaid sang, placing brown flats beside the violet dress. "You want to look pretty for the suitors today." Merida curled inwards on herself at those words.

"Oh bash it." Merida moaned, pressing her hands over her eyes. "Those gammy boys don't know anything about me."

"Well you seemed to be getting along fine with that Viking boy last night." The chambermaid smiled, hoping to coax Merida out from under the covers. A disgusted sound was Merida's response. "Oh." Maudie stammered, face falling. "I just assumed, I mean you were holding hands and I-"

"We weren't holding hands!" Merida snapped, ripping the covers off her head to glair at the shrinking servant.

"Oh." Maudie started, noticing the pink in Merida's cheeks. "Oh yes, of course ma lady. My mistake." Maudie quickly fumbled for the violet dress, unbuttoning it so she could help her princess into it. Merida bit her lip as she watched the servant fuss over the fabric. She always forgot how easy the chambermaid was to scare; years of being around the triplets had reduced the woman to a tremble of nerves. Guilt tingled across her chest. Merida slipped out of bed and padded over to the fretting Maudie. Smiling Merida took the dress from the servants shaking fingers and undid the last button for her.

Maudie was careful to avoid the topic of the suitors as she helped Merida into the violet dress. It had never been one of Merida's favorites, she always felt silly with the low neckline, but she did not kick up a fuss today. She had better things to worry about then not filling out her dress properly.

When the final stitch in the corset had been strung into place and the buttons were done up on the dresses back both Merida and Maudie got ready for the princess to go down to breakfast. "Now just a little warning ma lady." Maudie said cautiously as she helped Merida step into the brown flats. "All the suitors and their clans will be down at breakfast with you, so you're eating in the great dining room. You have been told by your mother to be on your best behavior." Merida groaned at this, anxiety biting at her stomach.

"You think they would notice if I ate in ma family dining room?" The girl asked, slight fear entering her voice. Maudie looked down at Merida with surprise, never hearing that pitch to the princess's voice before.

"You alright dear?" The servant asked, a motherly look on her face. Merida pinked over and bit down apprehensively on her thumbnail.

"It's just." The princess stammered, twisting her free hand into her dress and avoiding the servant's gaze. There are a lot of them, you know, and all at once it's a bit..." Merida broke off, water blue eyes peeking up to look hopefully at Maudie, hungry for reassurance. But all the princes saw was a confused looking chambermaid, seeming utterly lost with what the girl was saying.

"Are you not feeling well? Is that it?" The servant asked with hesitation. Merida's heart dropped to her too big shoes, tears prickling along her eyelids. But then the ice came back, stopping the tears and hardening her heart in place again. It was stupid to try for help anyway. Fixing her best fake smile on her sickly pail face Merida shook her head.

"No Maudie, I feel fine. Let's go downto breakfast." The lie worked just as well as it always did.

Just before both girl and servant left, a glimmer of white metal took light in Merida's mind. She stiffened as she suddenly remembered Hiccups helmet sitting, forgotten behind her bed. Biting her lip the princess stopped her quick pace and glanced behind her.

_I promised myself I would ignore him today. _Merida thought bitterly. _No good can come from being friends with him; it will just get both of us in deep trouble by the end. _Maudie had halted in the door way and cast a curious glance at the young princess.

"Ma Lady?" Maudie peeped, her fat little face creasing with confusion. "Are you sure you're alright?" Merida in two heart beats made up her mind. Turning on her heal she flick red flamed hair as she spun to race back to her bed again. Hopping onto the covers in a strange graceful tumble she crawled to the other side of her bed. Flipping her body she rolled onto the floor and spotted the melancholy helmet, lying dejected on its side. Scooping it up into her arms the girl popped up from behind her bed, spitting a curl out of her mouth and dashing back to a very shocked Maudie.

"Yeah Maudie." Merida gasped, slightly winded from her run. "I said I was fine, don't you remember?" Maudie nodded slowly, giving the princess a curious gaze up and down. The girl had been acting strange ever since she got back from her ride in the forest and for the life of the servant she couldn't figure out why.

Merida pulled the too big helmet closer to her chest as she followed the chambermaid to the grate dining hall, the beaten and scratched metal warming up as the princess pressed it against her fluttering heart. She stumbled slightly in her brown flats; the too big helmet matching the too big shoes she was walking in. But somehow both Merida and Hiccup had to fit in them, the helmet blocking the boy's sight and the flats hindering the girl's movement. Isn't fate artistic?

Hiccups vision was swimming with exhaustion as he gazed unseeing down at his bowl of untouched porridge. The Viking sat alone at the end of one of the four long tables in the grate dining hall of DunBroch castle, carefully trying to avoid any looks from the other Vikings and clans men eating as far from him as possible. He had been up with Toothless till the birds had started singing in the surrounding trees, warning him that dawn was on its way. Hiccup had then ran back to the Viking ships and crawled through the window into his bedroom hoping to Thor that he had not been missed.

He had. Arguments with his father were not a rarity in Hiccups life, but they were still very much an unpleasant affair. Nineteen minutes had been taken up with Stoick yelling at him about having Gobber and three other Vikings out looking for him and how embarrassing it was for him to have to explain to the King and Queen that he had gone missing. Hiccup had managed to squeeze in a lie into that argument about him trying to get Merida and Macintosh to safety but Stoick very rarely heard anything he said to him, so Hiccup was not sure how much had gotten through.

The boy's ears were still ringing and the memory kept a continuous churn of anger and bitterness in his stomach, not allowing any room for food. Sighing in defeat Hiccup pushed the bowl of cold porridge away from him and pulled out his notebook from his fur vest pocket. Thank Thor Hiccup had managed to change his shirt from the ripped and blood soaked dark green one to a clean light blue. But the blood still clung to the crevices of his fingers and had dug its way under his nail bed. He would have to be careful of that.

Sliding the notebook out in front of him Hiccup pulled a charcoal pencil out from behind his ear and placed it between his teeth. He then started thumbing through the small book tell he came to a blank page. Pulling the pencil out of his mouth Hiccup stared at it sleepily for a few seconds, then rubbed his chin thoughtfully, smudging a long line of charcoal down his cheek. The boy then started drawing the strange circle of rocks he had seen last night when caring for Toothless.

He was half way through shading when a pair of shuffling footsteps came to his attention. Looking up sleepily Hiccup had a split second to pull his book out of the way of the falling helmet. The metal and wood met with a loud clang, drawing a few curious looks from the people eating around him. Blinking down at the slightly dented helmet Hiccups gaze darted upwards to see who had dropped the scratched metal. The boy's face cracked into a lopsided grin when he saw Merida standing stiffly in front of him. The girl met his goofy smile with a cool stair, her features not giving away anything. "Good morning Merida." Hiccup said happily as he pulled the notebook back into his fur vest.

"You dropped your helmet last night." Merida deadpanned. However as she stared moodily at the Viking she took in the dark eyes and pail face of someone who clearly had no sleep last night.

"Oh." Hiccup sighed, reluctantly taking back his dented helmet and placing it on the floor beside him. "Right, last night. Look Merida I know your probably wondering where I went and I just-"

"No." Merida snapped, cutting off Hiccups sentence like a butcher slicing off a chicken's head. "I don't care." Hiccups shoulders sagged at this and his grin wilted under Merida's cool gaze. He looked taken a back for a moment, not seeming to understand what Merida was talking about. Until his programed response came back to him, remembering why he always ate alone.

"Oh." Hiccup said again, dropping his gaze and squeezing his fingers together tell his knuckles turned white. "Right. I get it."

Cool familiar ice glided over both children as they stood in silence for a moment. Merida was pinking over as she looked with broken blue eyes at a spot just above Hiccups head. She didn't want to watch him slowly slip the Viking helmet back on and pull it over his eyes. The princess slowly turned from him, her own eyes falling to look at her shoes. Merida walked away from Hiccup with a shuffled, wobbly step.

The large brown flats bit at her toes and nearly caused her to fall twice on her way back to the front of the hall. Worm fire was bleeding slowly from her veins as she walked, the glow of beaten metal still dancing in her minds eyes. Merida sank slowly into her seat beside her father. Guilt and loneliness clawed and ate at her chest as the once starving princesses eyed the food in front of her with little interest. Glaring to herself at the twisting pain she grit her teeth and grabbed a green apple from the tray at her place.

Biting into the fruit with bitter ferocity she gobbled down the whole thing, and then greedily reached for another. Merida frowned at the blood red color of the apple her stomach clenching and unclenching with anger. It was so unfair, everything that was happening. The princess was drawn out from her self-loathing by a shifting from behind her. Glancing over her shoulder Merida's eyes widened at the sight of a large man with a long red beard walking purposely past her chair and tapping her father on the shoulder. With another pang of realization Merida remembered that this was the man chastising Hiccup the other day for being late to the lord ceremony. This was his father.

Stoick the vast whispered something hushed in the bear kings ear, something that caused Fergus's eyes to grow as round as his daughters. Standing quickly he placed a comforting hand on his queens shoulder then hurried to follow the Viking Chief to a secluded corner of the dining hall. Merida watched them go carefully, suspicion and curiosity replacing the guilt in her chest.

Shooting a quick look over at her mother Merida smiled to see her pouring over the traditional pile of documents. Silently Merida slid out of her chair, grabbed her empty goblet and made her way over to a servant holding a jug of water. She smiled inwardly as the said servant wandered absentmindedly closer to the corner the two men were having their whispered discussion.

Merida gently tapped the servant on the shoulder, and the girl turned with a bored look on her face. Giving a small peep of surprise when she saw her princess in front of her the girl made to pour Merida some water, but only managed to drop the jug from her trembling fingers. Merida's hand shot out and grabbed the jug before it hit the ground, only spilling a few drops. The servant girl blushed and looked absolutely horrified with what she had done, but Merida only gave out a small giggle. "Don't worry Glenna." Merida snickered. "I won't lob off your head for that." Glenna turned a little pinker, and started twisting a lock of her short red hair, but she smiled all the same. Carefully as she noticed the servant girl's distraction, Merida positioned herself so her back was facing the two men in the corner. She smiled to herself when she started picking up small snippets of their conversation. Slowly she began to fill her goblet, carefully backing up two steps to better hear the whispered dialogue.

"Stoick." King Fergus began, his tone serious "Why were there dragons attacking my castle last night. They never head this far north." The Viking chief ran a hand worriedly through his beard.

"That wasn't a mere dragon." Stoick said anxiously, his eyes glassing over with memories of long dead battles. "That was a Night fury. The devil himself."

"I don't give a damn what mystic Viking legends surrounds the beast." Fergus snapped, his temper rising. "I just care that the thing was so close to ma people and ma family last night. What the dickens is it doing here?"

"I was wondering the same thing Fergus." Stoick said sternly, attempting to keep this conversation civil. "I would have been leading a search party out last night to look for the devil if I wasn't-" Stoick faltered at this point and cast a worried but stern look over at his son, who was drawing in the opposite corner of the hall. Fergus looked over his shoulder to see what the chief was glaring at and Merida quickly ducked behind Glenna, so her father did not see her. "Anyway." Stoick cleared his throat and brought back the kings attention. "The watch out reported that the dragon flew east towards the forest."

"Ravenswood?" The king said slowly, bringing a massive hand up to massage his chin.

"Do I have your permission to search the forest for the beast?" Stoick pressed, his face set. In response the king clapped him on the shoulder, his face twisting into a hunters smile.

"Yeah you do, if I'm aloud to join the hunt." Stoick was about to reply when a shriek came to his and the kings attention. Whipping there heads around the men looked to the servant girl who had given the cry, then to the sopping wet princess who had been the cause of it. Merida had been so caught up in the two men's conversation that she had not noticed the goblet overflowing till Glenna gave a cry in surprise. Blinking quickly Merida looked down to the puddle that had formed around her soaked through shoes. She then looked up to see her father and chief Stoick looking at her like she had gone absolutely mad.

"Oh." Merida gasped, blushing at the silence that had grown in the hall. "Right um." Pushing the jug back into Glenna's hands Merida gave an awkward giggle, backing away from the two men. "Uh just getting some water." She sipped a mouth full of the very full cup, the blush deepening. "I'll just get back to ma seat. Don't mind me."

Spinning on her heel Merida dashed back up to her seat, desperately trying to ignore the stairs that followed her there.

Hiccup was one of the few people not staring at Merida as she scrambled back to her seat. He kept his eyes glued to his paper, going over the same line over and over again as he listened to Merida's shuffling footsteps. When the scraping of her chair could be heard did Hiccup shoot a glance upwards at the princess from under his helmet. She was looking sheepishly at her hands, a red apple bouncing between her fingers. Frowning Hiccup looked over to the corner she had come from, wondering what had brought her there in the first place.

The same curiosity overcame Hiccup as he spotted his father standing beside King Fergus, both looking like they had just been interrupted from an important conversation. His suspicions deepened when they both turned to each other and started talking quickly to one another, most likely setting up a place for them to meet and talk later. _Wonder what that was about?_ Hiccup thought to himself as he looked back to his drawing and began cross hatching a shadow over the stones. Not paying too much attention to his paper anymore. An uncomfortable suspicion crossed his mind as he then started doodling Toothless on the next page. "They won't find him." Hiccup said quietly to himself, very much aware of how much he was trying to convince himself. "He's got camouflage, he's fine." But Hiccups stomach was starting to churn with anxiety. Thankfully at that exact moment Queen Eleanor stood up, and what she was about to say would both hinder, and help Hiccup in the adventure growing before him.

Clearing her throat and raising her hands Queen Eleanor drew everyone's attention. "May I firstly wish everyone a good morning." The queen said sweetly, her sharp eyes glancing over all the faces in front of her. There was a chorus of greeting at this and several men raised their tankards in cheer. "And secondly." The queen began again, her voice cutting through everyone else like a knife through a throat. "I have some very important announcements to make before the games may commence."

Dead silence. Because of the nature of the Princesses challenge, and the need to sail out to find a dragon for the suitors to fight, the challenge has been postponed to four days from now." Both Hiccup and Merida brightened up at this, but there hope was cracked in two with the next speech the queen made. "However, this allows the suitors and princess to become more acquainted with one another before their day comes."

Hiccups heart sank to his toes. More time with Merida? She had just told him that he wasn't worth the time of day to her and now he had to spend more time with her? "Why do the gods hate me?" Hiccup moaned miserably, running a hand over his tired eyes.

"Hey! What about the dragon from last night?" Hiccups eyes shot open and he let out a gasp, once again drawing a few looks from around him. However for the first time in a long time Hiccup was relieved to hear his father speak up.

"That Dragon, you carelessly speak of is a Night Fury. Something far too dangerous for any ten men to fight in this room let alone four young boys." There was a murmur of fear and distaste around the hall, a few scots blaming the Vikings for bringing the dragon to their homeland. However before anyone could speak out the queen cleared her throat again.

"That being said. I would like to stress that no one in this castle has anything to fear. Are walls have kept out much more than just dragons in the past. And through my research on Night Fury's and other such striker class dragons." Here Hiccup looked up at the Queen, impressed with how much knowledge she had on such a foreign topic.

"Night fury's very rarely come out after dawns break, and never stay in a location for too long. So as a precaution I insist a curfew on the residents of my castle, as well as a ban on any persons entering Ravenswood's forest." Both Merida and Hiccup groaned at this.

Both the curfew and ban from entering the forest would make it very difficult for them to do the things they loved. For Hiccup he would have to sneak in and out of the woods to visit Toothless, and for Merida she could just kiss her archery practice goodbye.

Sinking into her seat Merida moodily listen to the rest of her mother's speech. It was mostly a dull talk of building friendships and starting relationships between the four kingdoms. Her eyelids were heavy from the bad sleep she had last night and the start of a headache was curling around her forehead. Blinking dreamily Merida looked over the heads of all the men in front of her, imagining the roof above her cracking apart and golden eagles flying into the hall. She would jump on there back and fly away from the bad day she was certainly about to have. She thought for a second about that glorious daydream before allowing Hiccup to come along with her on her eagle flight, his helmet falling off as he flew beside her, copper hair crackling with daylight.

"Merida." The princesses blue eyes popped open as her father gently pressed his large hand down on her shoulder. She then realized the speeches were over and people were bustling around the hall, getting ready to leave. The king chuckled at his daughter's surprise. "Don't worry ma wee darling, it's not your mother." Merida cracked a small smile and leaned into her fathers touch. "However I do have a message from her." The smile stopped.

"She didn't have the time to tell me herself?" Merida hissed, crossing her arms as she felt the traditional loneliness.

"Oh Merida dear don't hold it against her. She's very busy making sure a war doesn't break out half way through tea." Merida didn't look convinced. "Look ma darling you need to spend the morning with the suitor lads." Merida's hair almost caught fire as she opened her mouth to argue. "But!" Fergus continued. "That doesn't mean you have to make them like you." Merida's face crinkled like fabric as she looked up at her father in confusion. Fergus bent down so he could whisper in his daughter's ear.

"Why don't you show those gammy wee boys just what kind of lass there trying to woo." Both the princess and kings face cracked into identical wicked smiles.


	9. Chapter 9: Lucky Shot

Chapter 9

Lucky Shot

Morning dew was oozing into the soles of Hiccups fur boots. His small pale fingers were wrapped clumsily around the splintered shaft of a wooden bow, unconsciously rolling the weapon slowly between his fingers. The other suitor boys stood a little ways away from Hiccup, their eyes trained on the small figure of Merida as she passed in front of them, her own bow strung along her back. She was smirking ear to ear with wicked intent, her ruby red hair crackling with excitement. Behind the pacing princess were four lone targets, their painted faces pointing at the boys. Hiccups stomach was churning with pre embarrassment as he squinted over at the targets. Even though they were not ten paces away Hiccup could already tell that he had more chance sprouting wings and flying then he did hitting the target.

Hiccup groaned to himself as his headache bit harder at his temple. All around the small party were quarrelling and yelling Scotsman. Hammers and other tools shouted their complaints as the Scots built stands and tents for the games that would commence that afternoon. Hiccup rubbed his hand over his forehead and against the helmet still resting upon his head, its cold metal nipping at his skin.

"Right!" Merida sang in a falsely military voice. "Ma mother, the queen has said that we are to become more acquainted with one another." The princess shot a nasty grin. "I of course can think of nothing better to do with ma morning then be with you lovely lads, and have come up with a game for us all to play together." Hiccup watched the other suitors brighten up with interest, obviously not noticing the sarcasm.

"And of course Ma lady." Macintosh said smoothly sinking down into a low bow. "We would love to except your game." The black haired boy looked up from his bow with a raised eyebrow, smirks securely sewn into place.

"Yes thank you Macintosh for your input." Merida growled, pulling her bow from her back and twirling it expertly in her hand. "I wager that I can beat all four of you in an archery competition." The princess declared with confidence, blue forget me not eyes digging into the boys eyes like fishhooks. They skated over Hiccups own green once however, Merida pointedly ignoring the small Viking and focusing her attention on the other Scots. Hiccup sighed grudgingly at this and looked over the painted targets to look instead at the flashing green leaves of the Ravenswood forest. His mind slowly drifted to Toothless as the others began their competition, seeming to forget that he was there.

Three Scottish boys stepped forward as Merida crossed her arms to watch, her bow once again secure over her shoulder. Macintosh was clearly the better shot of all of them. His first arrow sunk deep into the second ring, causing the young prince to shoot Merida a dashing smile. The princess responded with all the dignity of her status, sticking her tongue out to blow a raspberry at the cocky boy. His second shot was thrown off by young Dingwall giving him a poke in the ribs, causing it to hit the very outer ring. However his third shot hit dead center, burying it up to the shaft. Feeling he had stated himself as the clear winner Macintosh turned to watch the others go. Dingwall seemed much more interested in a butterfly that had landed on his nose so his turn was forfeited. MacGuffin gave Merida a shy smile before raising the bow and pulling the string back so far that the wood creaked. His aim was terrible but he buried every arrow up to the shaft, which was impressive in itself. Macintosh gave a chuckle as Merida swung her bow off her shoulders and stepped back so she was a good five paces behind the scots.

"You sure you know what your doing Ma Lady?" Mackintosh snickered as Merida rearranged her dress so the arrow wouldn't catch on it. "And what are you doing all the way back there?"

"I'm making it a fair competition Macintosh." Merida said slowly as she drew the arrow back to her cheek with a practiced twang of the string.

"Wait! You're going now?" Mackintosh shouted as an arrow was sent singing from Merida's bow and flew right past his head, causing him to stumble back and trip over his own feet. Merida's arrow hit his target with a crack, splintering the wood of the prince's arrow and taking its place in the bull's eye. "Bloody hell Merida! You almost hit me!" Macintosh panted as he slowly picked himself off the ground.

"Don't worry lambie. If I was aiming for you you'd have an arrow in your eye." Merida smiled as she loaded another arrow and walked with it down to the next target. She shot right above Dingwall's shoulder, startling the butterfly off the boy's nose. That arrow also sunk into the empty bulls eye, quivering in its place. For the final shot she let MacGuffin get out of the way before letting lose her final arrow, its red-feathered shaft burying itself in the bulls eye.

"So that's me winning, would you like a rematch?" Merida asked the startled scots sweetly, her cheeks flushed with excitement. The stunned boys looked at her with shock, their own cheeks paling over with dread of being used for target practice. Hiccup however was biting his lip to stop himself from laughing at the ridiculous looks the boys were giving. Finally a snicker broke past which led to the rest of his smothered giggles spilling out of his sleepy lips. Curling his hands around his chest Hiccup doubled over in laughter, his own bow clattering to the ground. Merida's blue eyes crinkled with a smile at the drunken laughter coming from Hiccup. The pink in her cheeks deepened. It was like being back in the forest with him again. Macintosh however shot a glare at the giggling Viking. Hiccup stopped his laughing and Merida look away from the two boys, eyes trained on a caterpillar crawling over her shoes.

"What's so funny Haddock?" Macintosh bit out, his eyes as dark as blood stains. Hiccup paused for a moment, debating with himself the wisdom of his next few words. He decided to risk it.

"You really don't need me to tell you that Macintosh." A smirk curled around the freckled cheeks of the Viking as he watched the Scottish prince turn red. But then his smile faded as Macintosh notice something.

"You haven't shot an arrow yet Haddock." A smirk of his own was on the Scots face as he walked carelessly over to the shrinking Viking. "That's not sportsmen, you need to have a go."

"Ah but-" Hiccup stammered as Macintosh reached him. He shot a pleading look over to Merida, but his fear rose as he saw her back was turned. "N-no. I would really rather just watch I mean, you lot are much better then me and I really don't do well with sharp objects." His normal casual tone was laced with hesitation and Macintosh heard it as clear as glass.

"Oh nonsense." The Scot laughed, wrapping a tight arm around Hiccups slender shoulders and pushing him hard in the direction of the targets. "Lets just see what you can do. You have the whole kingdom as an audience and you clearly found are attempts so funny, so I would love to see how you shoot."

"Oh I'm sure you would." Hiccup muttered bitterly. But he was then pushed in front of Macintoshes empty target; in the same spot the prince had been standing earlier.

"Fire away Haddock, but try not to kill anyone." Macintosh laughed as he backed up to stand next to his other fellow Scots. When the prince glanced over to Merida he was slightly taken aback by the glare shot his way.

"What are you playing at Macintosh?" Merida snapped in an angry whisper. "Your making yourself look more a prat then you already have."

"Yeah well not as much as he's going to." Macintosh sneered back, gesturing with his head to Hiccup who was looking very small five paces in front of them, giving the Scots an annoyed glance before he focused back on the targets.

"Oh this is going to be catastrophic." Macintosh snickered as Hiccup pulled an arrow out of the quiver holstered to his hip.  
>"You don't know that." Merida snapped, her eyes trained fully on Hiccups figure as she bit anxiously on a fingernail. When Hiccup tried fitting the arrow into the bow his hand slipped, causing him to cut his thumb on the arrows head.<p>

"Yeah I really do." Macintosh giggled as he watched Hiccup struggle with bright eyes. "That's the pointy end Haddock!" Macintosh yelled. Hiccup turned his head to glare dryly at the ass of a prince. "You don't touch that end, it go's in your target."

"This whole thing is stupid." Hiccup spat as he turned back to his bloody thumb.

"Now Haddock that's just not-" But he was cut off as Merida elbowed him in the ribs.

"Ouch! What was that for?" Macintosh snapped. But he stopped his berating of the princess when, to all the Scots surprise MacGuffin stepped in front of Macintosh and gave him a deep cold glare. That glare was the most the boy had done in the way of communicating all day and it was all too clear to the shrinking Macintosh what his companion was trying to say. _Shut up and let him have a chance._ It was hard to argue with MacGuffin, partly because he never spoke. But mostly it was because he could break your leg in half like a twig.

Hiccup however was seeing none of this because he was busy trying to pull the string of the bow back. Gritting his teeth the boy slowly bent the wood of the bow and pulled the arrow back to about his chin. That was as far as he could get it. Blowing the loose bang out of his line of sight Hiccup straitened his gaze to the target, smiling a cracked face at him. Narrowing his eyes he lifted the arrow to aim just above the third ring. He could aim with an unholy offspring of lightning and death itself, but with this, he already knew he was going to miss. With that happy thought in mind he let loose the arrow. It sunk into the ground, three paces from the target.

"Well that was fun." Hiccup said dryly. "I'm going to stop now." He then turned to face the other scots, his helmet slipping in front of his eyes again.

"I guess you better Haddock." Macintosh laughed. "Your likely to shoot off your left foot if you try any more." Hiccup gave Macintosh a steely glare but he couldn't stop the blush rising to his cheeks. His helmet slipped in front of his eyes once again.

"Alright that's it!" Merida yelled. Turning to Macintosh she slugged him hard across the jaw, sending the boy reeling backwards and falling once more to the grassy ground. Then spinning on her heel Merida marched away from the shouting prince and towards the wide eyed Viking.

"Come on Hiccup." She growled, grabbing Hiccups hand and dragging him back to the targets again.

"Uh Merida . . . I think you broke Macintoshes jaw." Hiccup stammered as he looked over his shoulder to the moaning Scottish prince.

"Oh the wee lamb I barely brushed him." She retorted sharply, pulling Hiccup harder and snapping his attention away from Macintosh. "I hit you even harder and you didn't make quite a fuss." With that she stopped at the targets and let go of Hiccups hand. She then walked briskly forward and yanked the arrow Hiccup had shot from the grass.

"Merida- what are you doing?" Hiccup asked dazedly, his eye brows raised.

"Fixing." Merida huffed as she scooped up her violet skirt and jogged back to the confused Viking. "You have a horrible shooting stance." The princess snapped, the arrow gripped in a tight fist. Hiccups brows furrowed.

"This is fixing?" Hiccup asked with a bite of annoyance.  
>"No." Merida snapped again, her cheeks flushing pink. "This is me acting irrational but that's okay."<p>

"Oh really?" Hiccup said slowly, his eyebrows rising to disappear into his bangs. "Okay?"

"Yes Okay." Merida said firmly, pushing Hiccup to face the target. "Because it's not your fault you didn't hit that target, it's your rubbish stances fault." Hiccup watched Merida from the corner of his eye as she took a few steadying breathes. Her face was so red it matched her hair and in all of the previous conversation she had been talking twice the speed and volume of a normal human. She looked really flustered.

"You all right Merida?" Hiccup asked seriously as the princess flicked a stray curl from her face, growling as she did so. But at Hiccups concern she looked up, her irises dilated.

"Yeah I'm fine." Merida sighed, the red from her cheeks fading slightly.

"Promise?" Hiccup pushed. Merida took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

"Promise." Merida's eyes fluttered open to focus on Hiccups smiling face. "Stop smiling like that Hiccup." Merida deadpanned, taking his bow from the Vikings slack grip.

"Why?" Hiccup said smugly.

"You look like an idiot."

"At least I don't look like a tomato." Merida's eyes widened and she went even redder.

"Don't make me regret talking to you again Haddock." She snapped at Hiccup who still had that stupid smile on his face. But it slowly wilted at her words, the ice threatening to climb into their chests again at the memory of their painful conversation that morning at breakfast. Merida bit her lip, and Hiccup rubbed the back of his neck bitterly. "Look Hiccup." Merida said finally. "I-I don't have a lot of friends. I don't make them easily and-" She cut off again, running a hand through her hair. "I was scared." She looked up at him, the boy's face had paled with surprise. But then a flash of understanding passed over him.

"Are you still?" Hiccup asked softly. Thinking for a moment Merida shook her head. "Why were you in the first place?"

"Because-" Merida paused for a moment to think again. "Because if we become friends, you'd still have to fight a dragon in four days time and I don't want to send my only friend into a dragons fight knowing I was the cause of it." Merida didn't say the second reason; she was far too stubborn and proud to do so. Hiccup blinked in surprise.

"You-your scared I'm going to die in the challenge with the dragon?" Hiccup said baffled. Sighing Merida nodded. "I'm not." Hiccup laughed, with much more conviction then Merida thought the situation deemed appropriate.

"Y-your not?" Merida repeated, her eyes crinkling in confusion.  
>"No trust me, when I go into that fight, its definitely not going to be the dragon I'll be worried about." Merida gazed at Hiccup in complete shock.<p>

"What?" Merida said slowly, her eyebrows knitted. Hiccup saw her obvious puzzlement and leaned forward's tell their faces were very close.

"I'm actually really good at fighting dragons." Hiccup stage whispered, his lips curling. Merida was still showing no signs of understanding.

"I'll explain it later." Hiccup lied. He was starting to wonder just what he would tell the princess, the truth was certainly out. Merida however seemed to snap out of her daze and brushed the topic off for later.

"All right Haddock." Merida sighed, pulling her bow off her shoulders.

"Thank you DunBroch." Hiccup responded smoothly. Merida simply rolled her eyes. With a flick of red hair she thrust her bow into Hiccups chest, tossing his old one aside.

"What was wrong with that one?" Hiccup asked slowly, looking like he really did miss his old bow.

"Its shit." Merida responded bluntly, pulling Hiccup a little to the left as to place him perfectly in front of the target. "Now shut up and listen to me."

There was no arguing with that logic. Hiccup turned from the still flustered Scot to look at the painted faces of the targets, there distance still as far as ever.

"Now first things first." Merida said sternly and ripped her bow from Hiccups left hand and instead thrust it into his right.

"What are you doing?" The startled Viking asked, his attention pulled back to Merida.

"You draw with your left hand." Merida stated, looking at Hiccup like it was obvious.

"Yeah." Hiccup nodded back at her, his eyes wide with bewilderment. Merida made an exasperated noise.

"So if you draw with your left hand then you shoot with it too. That's your hand you do everything with."

"No its not." Hiccup replied. Merida blinked and did a double take. "I only draw with my left, I use a sword, axe and spear with my right."

"Yeah and how well has that worked for you in the past?" Merida asked crossing her arms. Hiccup seemed to pause at this, his eyes narrowing in stubbornness. "Yeah I thought so. Hiccup we had an agreement, shut up and do what I say." Merida then lifted Hiccups right hand so it stuck out in front of him and began lacing his fingers around the bow. "The reason you were so rubbish at using a sword before-" Merida began, now adjusting Hiccups shoulders so they were no longer so hunched up, "Was you were using your weak hand. I bet you could be a grate sword fighter if you are just given the proper chance." Merida then twirled around Hiccups body and pushed his feet further apart. "Now." Merida said straitening up, her long hair flicking Hiccup in the cheek as she did so. "Notch the arrow."

Hiccup seemed taken a back at this but did what he was told. Taking the dirt-speckled arrow that Merida handed him Hiccup pulled the projectile into the bow, his stance slipping back into the old one. "Oi! Yee damn wee dope! Get back into your stance." Hiccup sighed and grudgingly fell back into the improved stance Merida had shown him.

"Merry is this really necessary?" Hiccup moaned. Merida looked up at the nickname but then smiled. She liked it.

"Yeah Hic it is."

"Why? I know I'm a bad archer, its okay."

"No its not." Merida exclaimed her voice annoyed. "You're a lot better then you think you are Hic, you're just lazy."

"Yeah well your grumpy." Hiccup mumbled under his breath.

"We all have problems Hiccup!" Merida snapped back, moving to his left side so she could then tell him where to hold the arrow. The princess's outrage brought a smile to Hiccups lips. "Alright Hic pull the arrow back tell your thumb nail is touching the corner of that smug smile of yours." Hiccup did so, very surprised at how easy the bowstrings bent.

"That was a lot easier." Hiccup said with appreciation. "Way better then my bow."

"Yeah I know, its because that ones shit." Merida deadpanned, moving Hiccups hand slightly up so his hold was proper.

"You know for a princess you swear a lot." Hiccup complained as Merida helped him aim to three rings above the bull's eye.

"You know for a Viking you don't swear at all." Merida replied with a wink. She then brushed her hands off on her violet skirt and stepped back two paces. "Okay Hiccup just stay in that stance and keep your eyes on the target. You don't need to worry about the wind, there isn't any and your hand is steady so you're not gunna miss."

"You seem awfully confident." Hiccup said awkwardly as he fought to stay in position.  
>"Yeah well it's my work, I should be confident. Okay now the only thing we need to do is fix your breathing." Merida shouted over to Hiccup, her eyes narrowed as she looked at the Viking with concentration.<p>

"My breathing?" Hiccup hissed, looking at Merida from the corner of his eye. Merida nodded, apparently coming to some sort of conclusion as she stared at Hiccups shoulders.

"What people normally do when they go to shoot is hold their breath." Merida began, beads of sweat starting to appear on her forehead from the sun. "Don't do that, it's a rubbish idea and makes your hand shake. Yee miss that way." Merida took a deep breath and then let it out slowly, Hiccup watched with a questioning look. "Just take a good breath, but push your stomach out not your shoulders up." Hiccup did so. "Good!" Merida said quickly. "Now breath out slowly, and let loose the arrow at the end of the breath." Hiccup turned his sharp green eyes to the targets, their cracked surface still smiling evilly at him. Slowly, just as Merida showed him, he let out the breath, his shoulders staying in place. Then, he let go of the arrow. It twisted through the air, and sunk into the second ring from the bull's eye, red feathers shaking.

"Oh my gods I actually hit it." Hiccup said slowly his eyes still staring disbelievingly at the target. Merida gave a happy and very un Merida like giggle.

"Corse you did Hic you have an amazing teacher." Merida chortled running over to pull another arrow out of Hiccups quiver. "Go on do it again." Hiccups face cracked into his goofy smile as he accepted the arrow from the girl's small hand and notched it. Merida took her two steps back again and watched Hiccup pull the arrow back to his cheek, bouncing with excitement on her toes. This time however Hiccup forgot the breathing trick. The arrow was sent flying far over the target and just missed the large pile of wine barrels roped up behind the targets. Instead the small missile shot into the darkness of Ravenswood forest.

"Oh." Hiccup winced, watching as three black birds flew up from their roosting spot, obviously disturbed by an unexpected arrow.

"Hiccup!" Merida wined, her hands running down her face. "Don't hold your breath."

"Sorry Merida." Hiccup responded, a blush rising to his cheeks.

"Oh its alright." Merida sighed walking over and pulling another feathery shaft from the Vikings quiver. "You just owe me an arrow."

"I could run and fetch it-" Hiccup began but Merida pushed the third arrow into his hands.

"Nah its not worth it, yee'd never find it in there." Hiccup nodded and pulled the last arrow into Merida's bow. "Don't muck up your breathing again." The Viking nodded once more and pulled the arrow back, his muscles working in a practiced motion. Merida smiled at this. But when Hiccup went to let go of this arrow he noticed just before his fingers slipped off the string that there was something wrong with the wood that made up the shaft. This was proven painfully right a tenth of a second later when the faulty wood splintered in the Vikings hold, shooting a large fragment of wood into Hiccups palm. Letting out a gasp of pain Hiccups arm shook and shot to the left in surprise, causing the arrow to be aimed far off course. The red-feathered missile spun past the target, missing by a good foot and instead sunk into one of the barrels of wine that lay to the left of the targets, snapping the rope the bound the twelve barrels together.

Merida Hiccup and the three suitor boys, who had just now looked up to see what the two had been doing watched with wide eyes as all twelve of the barrels began to roll uncontrollably into the maze of half built tents and working Scots. Loud yells rose up as one of the barrels smashed into a tent, cracking open and spilling expensive wine everywhere. Another knocked over three men on ladders, sending them tumbling to the ground, all landing on other men working beneath. The last ten spread out in malicious intent, ripping down five more tents and crashing through three more stands. Finally they came to rest at the feet of a bright-faced Stoick the vast, flanked by a startled king Fergus and a shocked queen Eleanor.

"Ohhhhhhh." Hiccup moaned, his expression utter horror as he saw his father look up at him, the line of damage from the barrels leading strait back to Hiccup. "He's going to kill me." Hiccup said weakly as his red-faced father started stomping towards him, the king and queen at his heels.

"How did you do that?" Merida muttered with astonishment, looking at where Hiccup was standing to where the barrels once stood. "I couldn't even hit that rope. That was amazing."

"Oh yeah amazing." Hiccup gasped out, his voice cracking. "Lucky shot, really." The other suitors did the smart thing and bolted; however before Macintosh left he threw Hiccup a guilty look. _Maybe he was human. _Hiccup thought before looking back to Merida.

"I think you should probably take this opportunity to escape with your life." Merida looked like she had swallowed a lemon.

"What?" She hissed. "No way. It's my fault! I get the wring out." Hiccup stared blankly at her.

"Your fault? I shot the arrow."

"I gave you the shit arrow in the first place." Merida snapped back. Both children glanced down to Hiccups bleeding left hand, a piece of wood the size of his thumb imbedded into the Vikings shaking palm.

"That looks like it hurts." Merida fretted.

"Not as much as this is going to." Hiccup moaned, as the parents finally rounded on them, Hiccups father and Merida's mother looking icily down at their shrinking children.

"What happened?" Stoick growled. To the man's credit he was keeping his voice quite low, sparing his son the double embarrassment of him shouting at the top of is lungs. His son however was not doing much to help Stoick's rising blood pressure.

"It was my fault." Both Merida and Hiccup said at the same time. Then both teenagers glared at one another hissing "Shut up." In equaled amounts of protective anger. Queen Eleanor and chief Stoick eyed their children with various amounts of fury, embarrassment and worry. Then the queen seized Merida by the ear and pulled her away from the small Viking. Hiccup was then grabbed by the back of his fur vest and dragged away from the swearing Princess.  
>"Mum!" Merida hissed, a few other choice words spilling from her mouth. She caught a glimpse of green eyes as Hiccup was pulled from her. Hiccup was desperately trying to look over his shoulder at Merida's retreating figure while also trying to explain the circumstances to his fuming father. Funnily enough both parents chose the same words as they finally dumped their charge in front of them. Far enough away from the field so they were out of earshot of the wine stained Scots men.<p>

"Enough Merida!"

"Enough Hiccup!"

Both parents shouted. The response from the pink-faced children was also painfully similar.

"But please listen!"

And once again both children received the same retort.

"No you listen to me!"

However both parents also receive the same lack of listening as their stubborn, hot-tempered children.

Eventually King Fergus made his way over to where Eleanor was still lecturing Merida. He had been with the men, repairing the damage his daughter and the Viking had done. For two small children they some how managed to do more destruction then some army's he knew. He found his daughter looking pink faced up at her mother, hands balled into fists. She looked so angry the king was surprised her hair hadn't caught fire. Sighing the king walked up and placed a hand on his wife's shaking shoulder. Both hot-faced women looked at him.

"Merida love." The king said in a hoarse voice. "Go on now. I need to talk to your mother." Merida didn't even make eye contact with her father. She ducked her head in embarrassment and guilt and plucked up her skirts. Turning on her heel she sprinted away from her parents and headed in the direction of the hospital tent, were she hoped to find Hiccup.

Coming to a halt in front of the large white tent Merida quickly peeked around the slowly repairing games field. The scots men didn't seem to be too angry, in fact some had found goblets and started scooping up the large puddles of now free wine. One even waved merrily at her from a ladder, spilling a bit of grape coloured liquid on a servant girl passing beneath him. She gave a shriek but Merida and the man ignored her. Waving quickly back at the slightly swaying man the princess turned her attention once again to the tent. Grabbing onto the large white canvas flap Merida pulled it aside and peeked in on the medical bay. Hiccup was sitting on one of the benches in the vicinity, his left hand bandaged in white gauze. Merida was about to go and sit with him when a shifty glance the Viking gave the turn back of the healer caused Merida to pause. Hiccup then spun quickly on the bench and reached into the large box of first aid the women had obviously healed Hiccups hand with. The boy then pulled out a fist full of bandages and pocketed them. He also grabbed two bottles of herbal soothers and a jar of germ jelly. Merida faltered on the last theft. Germ jelly was a relatively new invention and was normally used for cleaning cuts. However the amount that Hiccup just nicked could heal a gash the size of a small child's arm. So why did he need it for something as small as a splinter? Frowning Merida pulled back and stepped away from the tent, moving so she was no longer in Hiccups eyesight.

"What was that all about?" The girl muttered to herself, absentmindedly twirling a curl around her finger. "He's bloody well hiding something." Merida puzzled further, her free hand coming to her mouth. The princess began chewing on her manicured fingernails but was brought out of her thinking by the sound of rustling fabric.

"Merida." Hiccups happy voice caused the princess to turn.

"Hiccup." They both smiled at each other.

The Princess and the Viking swapped their stories of parent's lectures as they walked side-by-side back to the castle. Hiccup had been submitted to the disappointment speech whereas Merida had received the guilt trip. It had been quite affective on both of them but they were pretending to one another that it hadn't. When the two had finally reached the castle gateway they paused, wondering what to do next. "I think there's lunch now." Merida said shiftily, turning to look at Hiccup. Hiccup nodded and crossed his arms over his chest.

"Yeah." They shared an awkward moment for a second. They both new that lunch meant angry Vikings and disapproving ladies and lords, they also new that Merida and Hiccup could not eat at the same table, not as Viking and Princess anyway.

"You know I'm not that hungry." Hiccup said finally.

"Yeah I'm not to peckish either." Merida agreed, a little to quickly. Another long paused passed again. It was Merida's turn to break it. "Do you like books?" The princess asked hopefully. The Viking looked slightly embarrassed.

"Were not really allowed books on Berk, strictly speaking."

"I'm not talking about Berk, I'm talking about you." Merida replied warmly. Hiccups embarrassment faded.

"I love books." The boy answered. Merida smiled.

"Do you wanna see my library? There's a whole section dedicated to fairy tails and I'm sure I could find you one about Dragons."

"Okay." Hiccup said happily and the two turned and walk through the castle gate. "Do they have any maps there?" Hiccup asked, not fully masking his excitement.  
>"Maps?" Merida retorted, her eyebrows raised. "Yeah sure I guess. It's a pretty good library." Hiccups face cracked into that goofy lopsided grin as he followed Merida into the main hall and up to the west wing of DunBroch castle.<p> 


	10. Chapter 10: Fairy Tales

Chapter 10

Fairy Tales

Laughter echoed through the halls of DunBroch castle. The ancient gray stone was abuzz with joyful singing as merriment and drunken hilarity boomed from the closed doors of the dining hall. Small brown mice took shelter behind tapestries as heavy footsteps pounded here and there. The whole castle seemed to be awash with excitement. However, just two floors up smaller pair's of feet pattered their way towards the DunBroch library. One was bound in too big brown flats, the other in a pair of hot fur boots, clearly not made for the warmer weather of Scotland.

Hiccup and Merida scampered towards the spiral staircase at the end of the long hallway. "Come on Hic!" Merida panted. "Last flight before the library."

"Oh thank Oden." Hiccup gasped. His knees were starting to sting from all the climbing they had done to get to the west wing. However his mind was taken off his prickling legs when his attention was caught by a pair of eyes, sewn carefully into the tapestry hanging above the doorway to the staircase.

Hiccup stopped his hurried pace to instead look curiously up at the tapestry, a mix of dread and déjà vu winding around the small boys features. "Merry . . ." Hiccup said slowly. Merida who had just reached the door paused at Hiccups sudden anxiety peppered voice. Turning she looked over to see the Viking locked in a staring contest with the tapestry above her head. She didn't need to look up to know who was glaring down at them.

"Don't bother with it Hic." Merida said, attempting to gain the boys attention. "Its just an old fairy tail." She knew she was lying. A horrible fifth birthday told her that, but she didn't want to scare Hiccup away with talk of demons. Hiccup blinked and looked back at her, his eyes misted.

"That's a bit of an eye sore isn't it?" The Viking asked.

"Yeah." Merida sighed and walked to stand next to the auburn haired boy. "Wasn't my idea of putting him here." Both children looked up to the tapestry again. It depicted a giant black bear, claws extended to full capacity and mouth wide, teeth glinting. It was leaping towards the children, eyes glaring from his threaded prison. Even though the bear was no more than a bad childhood nightmare Merida shivered. Hiccup on the other hand had his head cocked, eyes narrowed with concentration.

"One dead eye." He muttered to himself, remembering the pair of haunted eyes he thought he spotted in the forest last night when on his search for Toothless. Merida blinked at this and looked over at Hiccup. The Viking however seem to come back from where ever he was thinking about. Sighing the boy rubbed his knuckles in his sleepy eyes then turned to Merida, expression demisted. "What's it doing hanging over the door to a library?" Hiccup asked the Scot curiously. "I mean something as creepy as that should be above something equally creepy, like the armoury, or catacombs or something."

"Yeah." Merida sighed; she had never understood her mother's placement of the demon bear. "It was ma mum's idea. Dad and I said we should put it in the opening hallway to the main hall, to show our enemies and our allies who they were about to make a treaty with. But she wanted it here." Merida crossed her arms at this, glaring up at the haunting gaze of the bear.

"Why?" Hiccup pressed.

"Oh it was something really daft." The princess sighed. "She said that something like that should be hung above the most dangerous and powerful room in the castle." Hiccup blinked in surprise then looked around the hall to see if there were any other doors beside the one leading to the library. Merida smiled at this. "Yeah that's what I thought." The girl giggled. There's no other door. Just the library." Hiccups face scrunched in puzzlement at this and looked back to Merida, eyebrows raised. "She said that the demon bear Mordu," Merida began, gesturing with her curled head to the snarling bear. "Was so steeped in Scottish fear, that it would ward off any weak blooded soul that stepped foot in this hall. She said that because the library holds the castles knowledge, then it holds the castles power too. So if any a man wishing to use that power for wrong doings, he would have to walk under the scorning gaze of Mordu, warning them what can only befall those looking to use power to punish, rather than protect." Both heirs stood in silence for a moment; eyes once again locked with the dead ones of the demon bear. The Queens reasoning was becoming a bit clearer to Hiccup, though it still seemed like an odd placement. Merida however was getting a bit board staring at a tapestry that had followed her throughout all her life. Sighing she took Hiccups hand and pulled him away from the old, dusty tapestry. "Come on Hic." Merida began. "We don't want to be caught and sent down to lunch." Hiccup obligingly followed her, but his head still teamed with the thought of the glowing eyes he had spotted in the forest last night. Sparks of anxiety shot up Hiccups neck, biting at his muscles and eating at his brain as he and Merida climbed the final staircase to the library. The white and black eye's of the bear were burned into his retinas like sun spots, and no matter how much the Viking blinked, they didn't disappear. Sighing in frustration Hiccup shook his mind for something else to think about. His eyes flew up to Merida, who was three stairs above him, her red hair catching the sunrays seeping out from the small windows lining the walls. He smiled at this, liking the feeling of being with her, and the comfort of knowing that she liked being with him too. It was nice, like warm sunlight on your neck.

The two tired children finally reached the top of the staircase, Hiccups cheeks a bit redder than before they started their climb. Giggling in excitement Merida grabbed the Vikings hand again and dragged him towards the closed twin doors of the library. She was almost bouncing with anticipation. Hiccup noticed this and gave the girl an amused look, something she narrowed her eyes at. "You have your hobby's and I have mine." The girl said proudly, grabbing the iron door handle.

"What ever you say Merry." Hiccup chuckled, taking hold of the other door handle. With a combined tug the large wooden doors swung open and the two heirs stepped inside.

The DunBroch library was in no way the castles best feature. Unlike the great archives in England or Corona, that listed hundreds upon thousands of topics, from war strategies to butterfly wing patterns the Scottish library had a more humble approach to learning. It was just three rooms, a motley collection of dusty books shelved in the wrong order, with the collection of languages books mixed in with the titles on cooking. There were some books that had pages missing and others had covers ripped off. The chairs and tables in the study were scratched and always seemed to wobble. Altogether the library would make any great scholar faint with shock. But to Merida, it was a sanctuary of nonsense, filled to the brim with fairy stories and magical creatures. To Hiccup it was even more amazing. Berk had a strict rule about learning. It was mostly done through apprenticeship and passing on knowledge by fables. If you could read more than just the basics, you were labeled an idiot. Hiccup was a prime example of this. The only real allowed book was the Dragons manual and even then, that was more a combined scribbling of passing notes and not really written by one specific Viking. But this place that he had just stumbled into had shelves upon shelves of books, more than Hiccup had ever seen before in his entire life. It was enough to make his worries about Toothless and the glowing bear eyes fade away in one startled breath.

"Welcome to the DunBrock library!" Merida declared happily, stepping into the center of the first room and spreading her arms wide. The large window behind her that lit up the space cast even more sunlight on her small figure. Her red hair lit up at the edges, sparking her eyes up like fireflies and making her whole body glow red. Hiccup smiled dazedly, not looking at the books any more. Spinning on her heal so her violet dressed twirled out like flower petals Merida strode over to one of the book shelves, running her fingers over the well worn spines. "We have all sorts in here!" The princess declared happily as she made her way further into the room. "The history of Scotland, How the land came to be, King Douglas and the guard, A collection of plant life, and tons more boring subjects." The princess laughed as she swung herself onto a ladder and pushed it so it ran along a track in the floor, propelling her to the back of the library. Hiccup followed her movements with his eyes, absentmindedly running his fingers like tiny men along the worn sun kissed book spines, a smile dun around his lips. Merida climbed up the ladder and pulled out a large red book from the top shelf of the bookcase she was perusing. The copy in her hands seemed to have been read with much excitement, the back cover was almost gone, hanging by a few remaining stitches. Nodding once to herself the princess climbed quickly down the ladder and placed the book on a table by the window. Two chairs were tucked into it, side by side. Hiccups dazed smile grew as Merida dashed back and forth from the bookshelves several times, each time returning a book to the table, each ranging in size and colour. She looked like wild fire, latching onto pages hungrily and spreading throughout the small library quickly. The girl seemed to know where every single book was, or at least every book that she deemed worthy of her memory. Merida finally noticed Hiccups staring when she returned her last book to the table, a small black one with a white flower sown onto the cover. "What are you staring at?" She then looked behind her as if expecting to see a spider or something.

"You just look so . . . happy. I've never seen you like this before." Hiccup said slowly, feeling slightly awkward by the end of his sentence.

"What do ya mean? I'm always like this." Merida laughed good naturedly, tossing her last book onto the teetering pile on the table.

"No you're not, you're different around others, kinda stiff and off kilter, like a badly balanced blade or something." Hiccup was feeling really awkward now, but he didn't look away from Merida. Merida puzzled Hiccups words for a moment, mouth slightly open.

"A badly balanced blade?" Merida snickered her eyebrows raising. Hiccup sighed and rolled his eyes.

"I picked a metaphor."

"It was a weird one."

"I never pretended to be good at metaphors."

"It's a good thing you didn't."

"Hey it's not my fault. You grew up with books, I grew up with blacksmithing, forgive me if I'm not good at metaphors." Merida giggled at this and sank into one of the chairs.

"Well you're not really using a metaphor anyway, you're talking about a simile." Merida snickered, fingers coming up to wind into her hair.

"Didn't grow up with books." Hiccup replied bitterly, voice slightly muffled through gritted teeth.

"Then go educate yourself." Merida laughed, shooing Hiccup off with her hands. "I'm not having a best mate who can't come up with a good metaphor or simile." Smirking Hiccup rolled his eyes again, digging his hands into the pockets of his fur vest as he browsed the books absentmindedly.

"So you're a blacksmith?" Merida asked from her chair, feet resting on the table as she organized her books into piles.

"Yeah." Hiccup sighed slightly bitterly as he knelt down to eye a copy of How the Owl got his Wings. "Ever since I was little, well, littler." Merida frowned at Hiccup's joke about himself.

"You must know how to make some really fine weapons then." The girl pressed, hoping to get rid of the bitter way Hiccup talked about himself.

"Nah just the basics, nothing too impressive." Hiccup said dryly, pulling out a book about the fundamentals of mathematics. Merida narrowed her eyes but continued.

"Oh come on, yah must be great, I bet you even invented things."

"Yeah I did actually." Hiccup said offhandedly, sliding a book about aerodynamics from the shelf and placing it on the book about math.

"See!" Merida said happily, glad she had found a way to give Hiccup some confidence. "That's so brilliant that's-"

"They all didn't work." Hiccup cut her off, now perusing a pile of maps. Merida grit her teeth and shook a fist at the boy's turned back, frustrated at him for not being proud about himself. "You know you're still avoiding my earlier statement." Hiccup said slowly, pulling three maps from the bottom of the pile.

"Statement?" Merida sneered, her nose wrinkling at the official sounding word. "What statement? The one about how I don't act like myself? And when did yah start using words like statement?"

"Well we're in a library aren't we?" Hiccup smiled cockily, looking up to meet Merida's gaze. "This stuff just kinda rubs off on you."

"Well wash it off." Merida frowned, picking up one of her books at random and lifting it to block her face from Hiccup. "You're starting to sound like one of them dung brained lords." Hiccup rolled his eyes at this, cocky smile still securely in place.

"I like you when you're like this, you should do it more often." The boy said happily, carefully rolling up the maps he had retrieved. Merida ducked out from behind her book and blew a raspberry at him.

"Shut up Haddock I'm reading." The girls voice was muffled from behind her hardcover as she pulled it down in front of her face again.

"Your book's upside down." The boy said dryly.

"It's a pitcher book, don't matter if it's upside down." Merida bit back, glad the volume would hide her blush. Hiccup snickered at her stubbornness and made his way over to her, maps tucked under his arm and books balanced in his hands.

"Oh yeah what's it about?"

"Its about punching Viking boys in the face!"

"Weird the title says Fairy Tales of Corona." Hiccup slid into the chair beside Merida just as she slowly lowered the book to glare at him. Hiccup smiled innocently back at her.

"Do ya want me to take study of this book and practice on you?" Merida retorted, raising a fist in warning.

"No no no no!" Hiccup replied quickly, though he was still smiling. "I just lost that bruise from yesterday, I don't need another one." Merida lowered her fist, her own smile starting to pull at her cheeks. She flipped the book over and placed it down on the hard surface of the table. She then perched her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her hands. The Princess was beginning to slip into the fairy tail when Hiccups voiced pulled her from the story.

"Why do you have a book from Corona anyway? That doesn't sound very Scottish."

"Nah its not." Merida sighed, looking up from her page. "Its this small kingdom on the mainland's, near England." Hiccup frowned at this.

"Why do you have it? I didn't think the English and the Scottish got along very well." Merida snickered at that.

"Nah, not really. But Corona isn't in England. The Queen there gave the book to ma mum when she and ma dad were visiting for anaudience. She was pregnant with me then and the Queen wanted me to have this book when I was born. Said she didn't want it to go to waist." Hiccup looked at the book Merida had been reading. It had a gold and purple cover to it and had small painted designs in the borders of the large white pages. It looked like it had been very expensive and well made. Though of course with sixteen years in the possessionof Merida, some of the shine had worn off. Pages were bent and corners folded to act as bookmarks. Dirt was smudged over some of the words and the parchment had faded slightly. Though underneath the grit and creases was a book intended for someone a lot gentler.

"Why didn't her own daughter read it?" Hiccup asked brows knitted. Merida shrugged, pulling the well-loved book into her lap.

"Don't know, I'm not complaining though." Merida smiled running a finger down the painted face of a maiden dressed in white robes. "Its got ma favourite story in it."

"Yeah what's that?" Hiccup asked, his confused face cracking into one of pure interest. Merida blinked at his sudden question then blushed furiously.

"Nah its silly." The girl mumbled, turning a page and attempting to hide behind the hardcover again.

"Oh come on." Hiccup wined. "What's your favourite fairy tail?" Merida sighed and flipped the pages quickly till she stopped on a chapter marked with a blue jay feather. She lifted the book up so Hiccup could see. A large illustration covered most of the page, painted with dark red and black watercolours. It depicted a young girl laying on a rock, black hair pooling out from her pale skin like blood. She was dressed in a red gown with black ribbons wound up the front. An olive branch was resting across her chest, one dainty white hand pressed over the small plant. She appeared to be fast asleep. The title above it was written in spidery black ink and read the words Snow White. Merida pulled the book back towards her, running her hand over the page fondly.

"It's a really daft story honestly." The princess said through a smile, eyes misting over with memory. "Ma mum would read it to me a lot as a babe, she said it was her favourite story when she was ma age." A sad smile grew over the happy one like a weed, and Merida closed the book with a snap. "We don't read it anymore." Pushing the purple volume away from her Merida grabbed the red book she had earlier. Its back cover was losing grip fast as she pulled it onto her lap and began reading a page at random, angry blotches appearing in her cheeks as she did so. Hiccups shoulders slumped at this, running his thumbs over his fingers as he thought of something to say.

"Why's the story so daft then?" Merida looked up from her book, eyes crinkling in a smile.

"Oh the whole ending, you know, with the true loves kiss and all." Hiccups face was blank, causing Merida to frown. "Yah never heard the story of Snow White?" She asked dumfounded. Hiccup shook his head.

"No books on Berk remember." Hiccup replied slowly, sounding like it was obvious. "All my fairy tails were war stories and legends about Humongously Hotshot or other hero's like that." Merida spluttered at the warrior's name Hiccup casually dropped.

"I'm sorry." Merida giggled, "Humongously who?"

"Oh uh, unimportant." Hiccup said quickly rolling his eyes at Merida's giggles. "Really awful singer though." Sucking up her laughter Merida ran a hand through her curly hair. She pushed the Corona book in between Hiccup and her and opened it once more to the page labeled Snow White. The chairs of the boy and girl groaned as they were dragged closer to one another.

"Well here." Merida said smoothing out the first page of the fable, "We can read it together."

The Princess and the Viking shared the fairy tale between the two and spent an enjoyable hour together reading the absurd but lovely fable. Hiccup liked it, though not as much as Merida. He had never been a fan of hero stories and much preferred the oddities Gobber had told him when the blacksmith was half drunk and desperately trying to think of a way to keep toddler Hiccup out of trouble. Though their plot was not nearly as intricate as Merida's fairy tales, they had a charm of rusted morals and chipped conclusions that Hiccup had always enjoyed. This story was very different from his childhood ones and confused the Viking boy to no end. But there was no doubt a warm feeling was left over in his chest when the two of them finished the final page.

Merida closed the book and pushed the ratted purple cover aside. She then looked up to see Hiccups face scrunched in puzzlement.

"What?" Merida asked, slightly miffed at the Vikings negative expression.

"You can't wake up from a kiss." Hiccup replied, his brain still pondering the idea. "I know you said it was in the book but I thought they would explain it or something."

"They do explain it yah wally. They loved each other and it was that love that broke the spell." Hiccup didn't look convinced so Merida pressed on, rolling her eyes as she did so. "It's not suppose to make sense Haddock, it's just a story. Your suppose to see the kiss as a promise, that they will always be there for one another, not some gammy doctor cure, its suppose to be taken with a grain of salt."

"But- but- but why would she wake up? And she barely knew that guy isn't it kinda creepy or something." Hiccup stammered, his cheeks flushing with frustration.

"Oh for the love of-." Merida muttered running a hand over her face then turning in her chair to face Hiccup properly. "It's not supposed to be takenseriously, its just there to give you a nice feeling, like hope or some bloody good feeling shit like that." Hiccup snickered at the princesses random cursing but decided to drop the subject.

"Your story's are a lot different than mine. You were suppose to take everything seriously in ours." Merida blinked at this and cocked her head.

"Yeah never had any feel better stories?" The girl asked, a lock of red hair coming loose from behind her ear and falling in front of her pale blue eye. Hiccup's attention was momentarily broken as he watched the red curl but then shook his head, digging his way out from his daze.

"Nah Berks children were told stories of hero's and Viking wars. They were like small history lessons before bed and we were supposed to live up to every single detail." Hiccup smirked bitterly at this, shoulders stiffening with long remembered disappointment. "Which honestly is really ridiculous. Parents always want you to be the great hero, first one to spill blood on the battlefield type of crazy, what's wrong with being normal for Thor's sake? Is it really too much to ask to only be so-so at things?" Merida's features brightened at this, her lips un-sewing themselves from the stiff anxious line to a half moon smile, her eyes glowing like will o the wisps. Silent giggling shook her form as she pulled a manicured hand to her laughing mouth, bits of dirt still outlining her nails.

"Hiccup." Merida choked, cheeks turning red, "You have got to be the most amazing person I have ever met." Hiccups eyes widened at this, but he too began giggling. The laughter the two shared was not as loud nor as hard as the one they shared in the forest the evening before, but it meant much more to the both of them then that first encounter had. This laughter was going to last for a long time, maybe for the rest of their lives, because they were now never going to be laughing alone again.

After that the two children spent a long while simply reading together. The occasional word would be said, and a rare look would be given. Finally when Hiccup brought out his large map of Scotland and the lands around it, did the conversation pick up again.

"So where is Berk?" Merida asked, shifting her chair over so she could get a good look at the large yellowed map, landmasses stretching out like paint chips on walls. As an answer, Hiccup pointed to a small, rather unsuspecting little island about four finger widths away from the mainland of DunBrock. "Is that it?" Merida asked in disappointment.

"Yeah" Hiccup sighed, green eyes looking down at the small spit of land with dissatisfaction. "It doesn't really look like much, even on a map."

"What's it like there?" Merida asked, resting her curled head on her hand, big blue eyes looking up into Hiccups shocked green.

"W-why would you want to know that?" Hiccup asked, slightly taken aback by the girl's genuine curiosity. Merida raised an eyebrow at him.

"Because that's your home." She said simply as if it were obvious. "You're my friend and I want to know about your homeland. Is that really so weird?" Hiccup looked surprised.

"No." He said. "I guess not." There was a pregnant pause and then Merida gestured with her hand to start. So Hiccup did. "Berk is this really weird little island where there isn't actually a line between the earth and the sea. They kinda bleed into one another and keep biting off chunks of each other's territory. The seasons don't really like the idea of taking turns either. You can have a summer in the morning and a winter in the afternoon, then after dinner a strange mix of spring and autumn before you go to bed. It's a place you never really intended on living on, I don't even think Berk the island really wants to live with itself. In fact that's the history of my tribe. The Hairy Hooligans were shipwrecked on the land and never thought of a way to leave it. So we're kinda stuck with are unwanted home now." Merida snorted at this, but didn't say anything. "Anyway I never really called it home to start with**,** besides because of the dragon raids there isn't anything left standing of home since last Monday. You need to get use to rebuilding your village a lot if you're going to live on Berk."

"Why wouldn't you just leave?" Merida asked. "I mean look!" She pointed to all the tiny islands scattered around Berk and the Barbaric Archipelago "There's tons of those dinky little islands, just pick one. " Hiccup chuckled at this. He decided not to mention that all those islands belonged to the Bog Burglars, Meathead and Outcast tribes, but felt it necessary to defend his tribes three hundred years of stupidity.

"That's what most people would do." The boy started, drawing the princess's eyes again. "But we're Vikings, we have stubbornness issues and have decided to protect our wet hunk of rock for as long as we can possibly stand."

"Why?" Merida asked, her brows frowning. "By your description of it the place sounds terrible." Hiccup bit his lip at this and once again rubbed at the back of his neck, pondering the princess's question.

"Well I guess the common Vikings thinking of it is this place is maybe beaten and burned to bits but its ours, and we won't let it go for anyone, partly out of pride and partly out of fondness for the place."

"So why do you stay then?" Hiccup looked up to meet Merida's eyes. He hadn't had an answer for that question in a very long time.

Because I don't have anywhere else to go." He said simply. Another silent moment passed, this one hung on for a lot longer than the first. "What about you?" Hiccup asked finally, his small voice cracking the silence. Merida flushed, small white hands pulling at the expensive violet cloth choking her figure.

"Wh- what do you mean. I'm princess here I-" Her voice slowly died away. "Do I really look that unhappy all the time?" Hiccup sighed in thought as he shared a stare with the red headed girl, more curls tumbling into her ghost blue eyes.

"It chips through some times." Hiccup said slowly. "When you think no one is watching." The princess bit her lip, rolling her eyes in a determined reflex. She blinked quickly then faced Hiccup again.

"I like it here." Merida said strongly, a bitter smile etched over her face, carved like knives in wood. "Ma mum can't be in all places at once, and I have become very good at being in those places when I need to be." Hiccup smiled, the mood loosening.

"Yeah I have a place like that." The boy sighed, memory morphing back to the now dusty image of the cove. His eyes flicked up to Merida, who still appeared slightly pale from his question. Her expression had dipped from determined to empty again. Getting an idea Hiccup slid his chair over to right beside Merida, pulling the map along with him.

"Here," Hiccup pushed the map in front of her, "Lets pick me a new home."

"What?" Merida asked, looking over to the smiling boy beside her, goofy grin fixed back in place.

"A new home." Hiccup said with sarcastic importance. "This is a new land to me, I need the best and the brightest to help me choose." Merida chortled, snorting once or twice at the end. "Come on your princess of this fair green sponge, you must help me choose where to found my new kingdom."

"Oh my of course." Merida replied, her own false dignity tone now in place. "Anything for such a brave adventurer like yourself." Smiling the girl looked down at the map, fingers coming to rest on the folded corners. "So," Merida sighed. "What kinda place are yah looking for?" Hiccup positioned his folded arms down on the desk; chin coming to rest on his wrists.

"Hmmmm." The boy hummed, eyes hooding in sleepy thought. Somewhere with mountains." Merida smirked as she started examining the landmasses before her.

"Big or small island?"

"Big. With a beach or two for nice days."

"Okay." Merida muttered, eyes flicking from place to place on the yellowed map. "Anything else?"

"Uh . . . Some nice views of the sunset."

"Can't really see that on a map Haddock, can you be a bit less specific." Hiccup smiled up at Merida's turned head, chin still in arms.

"Well I guess I would need a forest, and some good fishing spots." Merida nodded, gesturing with her hand to continue. "Fields, cliffs, open places to build. If the island could have like some cool secret cave system that would be great."

"They don't have that specific title in the legend." Merida snickered, fingers sliding from island to island."

"Ah they should. What sane person would not want a cool tunnel system under their island?"

"I don't think it's the sane people who decide to go exploring." Merida replied. Hiccup rolled his eyes but his smile stayed in place. "Okay Haddock, any left over requests?"

"No I think I'm good. Unless skipping rocks are included in that official legend of yours?"

"I'm afraid not." Merida responded with a dramatic forlorn sigh. "And that is not the only bad news Hic, your perfect island doesn't exist."

"What?" Hiccup sat up and looked over Merida's shoulder at the map.

"There's no island in the lands of Scotland nor the Barbaric Archipelago that fits your description." Merida offered him a sad smile as she lifted up the map. "No place like the one you described."

"Oh." Hiccup sighed. "Well I guess that's to be expected." The boy fell back to his seat, face slightly twisted in disappointment. Merida's smile wilted and then a frown took over.

"Oh sod it." Merida snapped. Standing up so her chair growled against the floor the redhead walked quickly over to a cupboard by one of the bookshelves. With her back to Hiccup she rummage hurriedly through the drawers, blue eyes jumping from object to object in her search. Hiccups facescrunched in curiosity as he stood, trying to see what Merida was looking for. A grumble of disgust came muffled from the girl's turned back and she absentmindedly flung a sheet of parchment over her shoulder. It fluttered down to show a charcoal drawing of a small girl and a woman. The picture was very clearly a child's sketch, with large heads and spidery arms and legs. The girl and woman were holding hands. "Hiccup!" Merida said, snapping the Viking out of his thoughts. The princess walked briskly back to her seat, stepping on the child's drawing as she did so. Merida had a wide grin spread over her features and a feather pen and inkpot clutched in either hand.

"What are you gunna do with that?" Hiccup asked as the girl slid back into her seat. Merida set the ink bottle down and the white doves feather's pen beside it. She then turned to Hiccup.

"Where do you want your island?" A smile curled around both children's lips.

Hiccup pulled the map closer to himself, eyes scanning the rough waters of home. His brow furrowed.

"There." The boy's finger was positioned to an open patch of sea, much closer to DunBrock then the Barbaric Archipelago.

"You got it." Merida smiled and penned in the large island. "You said you wanted mountains." Merida mumbled. She drew four triangles indicating the landmass.

"Don't forget the forest." Hiccup added, leaning back in his chair as Merida scribbleddown the symbol for trees.

"You also said something about a beach?"

"And some cliffs."

"Yeah I got it." Merida replied, tongue between her teeth as she drew. "And finally." The princess sighed, moving her pen over the whole island and drew a long curving line over the entire surface. "A cool secrettunnel system." Hiccup laughed quietly to himself as Merida added the appropriate symbol to the legend. The Princess stretched her neck and pulled her fingers out in front of her till they cracked. Merida smiled down at the island now inked into the one hundred year old map. "It's done!" Merida called to Hiccup who immediately sat up in his chair. The boys green eyes wrinkled in a smile as he looked down at Merida's handiwork.

"I like the name you gave it." The boy chuckled. Next to the large round island was the cursive handwriting of Merida, spelling out the words, 'Hiccups Island.'

"Well I'm glad." Merida giggled, "I worked long and hard on that name, and I think it suits the land nicely."

"Yeah." Hiccup sighed, tracing a finger over the made up home. "I really love it."

Then the door banged open. Both boy and girl sprang apart. They had not realized how close they had become in the last three hours but their position had become all too clear as the door to the library was thrown open. Merida toppled right out of her chair, head hitting the hard stone floor with a smack that left her feeling light headed. Hiccup had attempted to stand up, only to bang his knees hard on the table, drawing a string of bizarre curse words from the boy's lips. "Son of a barbaric barnacleloving bit- ohhh."Hiccup managed to catch himself, eyes growing as wide as gold coins, vision fixed on the woman in the doorway. Queen Eleanor was looking in on them; hand on mouth and eyes blown wide with shock. _Oh thank Oden I didn't finish that sentence. _Hiccup thought dully. Merida however was not as adept at biting her tongue as Hiccup was.

"Shit that hurt!" The princess gasped, still laying on her back on the floor of the library. Her body was blocked from her mother's view but the Queen still bristled at the familiar voice. "Dammit that- what the hell was that?" Merida moaned, pulling herself up by placing her shaking palms on the desk. "What stupid mother fuc- MOTHER!" Merida had dragged herself up to eye level with a seething Queen Eleanor.

Most unfortunately for the two cowering children, this silent moment was not nearly as long as the previous ones. "What possessed you two to be in the library? I and your father," Here she looked pointedly at Hiccup, "Have been looking for you children for a near hour and a half!" The Queen barked some hair coming loose from her neatly kept braid.

"Oh" Hiccup moaned, the image of his dads disappointed face rising like bile to the top of his mind.

"I highly recommend you make your way sharply down stairs and join the rest of the festivities!" The queen snapped, her eyes boring into both children's pale faces. There was a pause as Merida and Hiccup together wondered if it would be best to just make a break for it out the window. "Right now!" The Queen shouted, her cheeks blistering a bright red. That got the boy and girl moving faster than the crack of a whip. Both scrambled out from behind their desk barricade and ran past the Queen, heads ducked so as to escape the stinging look the woman gave the both of them.

Only when the pattering noise of the Viking and Princesses footfall had disappeared did Eleanor allow herself to relax. Her straight back posture slunk into a more comfortable one and her tensed up shoulders loosened. Sighing the Queen ran a hand over her pink face. That had not gone as well as she had hoped. The tired Eleanor was about to turn her back and leave the now darkening library, but her attention was caught by a familiar looking parchment laying dead on the ground. Frowning the Queen walked slowly over to the paper. Two smiling faces looked up at the weary looking woman, black charcoal eyes glinting like beetles at now sorrowful empty ones. The Queen stooped down and gently picked up the child's drawing, handling it like it was something fragile and may easily break. A shoe print was now visible, smudging the girl and woman's faces so they appeared slightly blurred. Eleanor sniffed once then slowly walked over to the cupboard. She slid open a drawer at random, and carefully placed the sketch inside. Eleanor looked sadly down at the drawing for a small moment, eyes misting over with more than just memories. But then she remembered the party still taking place downstairs and the speeches and greetings she would be required to do. So, straightening up her posture again and blinking away the long repressed Sunday afternoons now floating in her hazy eyes the Queen closed the cupboard door with a snap. She then picked up her green gown and quickly left the library, closing the door behind her.

* * *
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	11. Chapter 11: Fireworks

Chapter 11

Fireworks

Laughter roared in Hiccups ears, causing his skull to burn with a bitter headache. The dining hall of DunBrock castle was hot and sticky in excitement. Yellow light stung at the boy's tired eyes and his expression was growing more and more bored with every passing minute. The Viking was sitting at the back of the hall, one leg drawn up to his chest the other dangling over the bench he was sitting on, heal absentmindedly knocking against his horned helmet placed under his seat. His arm was resting on his drawn up knee, fingers absentmindedly spinning a charcoal pencil. There was the loud chortling of drunken men beside him. Narrowed green eyes looked over to see a Scotsman and a Viking, arms around each other, laughing raucously about some joke they had just shared. Mead spilled from the tankard both burly men held in their hands. Hiccup rolled his eyes and looked away. A day ago he couldn't go anywhere without being shouted at for his Viking blood. One day later and a belly full of stinging alcohol in their systems the Vikings and Scotsmen could not be closer. _That really shows you what kind of people we are in the end._ Hiccup thought bitterly. _As soon as we have alcohol, and we can't think straight enough to remember where we live, everyone's best friends._

Grumbling a few choice words under his breath Hiccup looked up at the party going on in front of him, mood still clouded over. All the tables from breakfast had been pulled away and pushed against the walls on either side of the hall. Benches and chairs had been placed at the back, facing the main table at the front. Food and goblets were scattered on the tables like the party guests about the hall, foreign dishes mixed with native plates. Some food lay untouched, far too unpleasant to go near, where as others were being devoured greedily like popular guests, so busy meeting people that they couldn't keep their thoughts strait. Large bodies swayed through the hall, dancing and spinning in a drunken misstep, stepping on toes and twirling the wrong partner in an all out war of dancing limbs and misplaced kisses. Two men had already had their noses broken, it was turning out to be quite the party. Hiccup however was decidedly not enjoying himself, choosing instead to be tucked away at the back of the hall, eyes narrowing as he watched his father laughing raucously with King Fergus. Every once and awhile though, the Viking boy could make out the spark of ruby red hair through the waving limbs and spinning bodies of the dance floor.

Merida was holding the same position as Hiccup, arms crossed eyes slits, angry gaze cast upon her mother as she talked with Lord Macintosh. No one had approached the angry princess all afternoon, seeming to find her much more scary than interesting. _Why did we have to come back down here?_ Merida thought bitterly to herself. _Were not doing anything, no one would have missed us. _However, the sudden scuffling then giggle under the table told the board princess otherwise. Reacting with years of experience Merida kicked both her feet out sharply, eyes widening as she heard a squeak, her foot making contact with someone's face. Shooting a hand out under the table Merida dragged her three little brothers out by the back of their tunics. "Nice try yah little beasties." Merida sneered. Harris had a piece of rope dangling from his hand, obviously trying to lash his sister's ankle to the table. A trickle of blood was dripping down from his lip, clearly not happy at his sister for her attack. "Yee know mum said for you lot to be on your best behavior. Which means no tying me to the furniture!" She wasn't really mad, no older sibling ever can be. However it was fun to pretend to be furious, just to watch the colour drain from the smaller boys plump cheeks. "What would mom do to yee boys if she found out?" Merida puzzled, free hand coming up to stroke her chin thoughtfully. The triplets all three began shaking their heads, eyes pleading. "I do believe such an atrocity such as this." Here Merida gestured to the rope, "Would be punished by no dessert for a year or more." Hubert gasped at the horrible punishment, and Hamish's big eyes began to weld with tears. "Think of all the sweet roles you would miss out on." Merida's serious expression was cracking as the triplets began begging for Merida not to tell their mother. "Okay okay." Merida sighed. She let go of the back of her brother's shirts and crossed her arms, eyeing the boys critically. Then her gaze flicked up to the party still playing out in front of her. Through the dancing and fist fighting was a small figure tucked into the corner, blue tunic standing out against the browns and blacks around him. Merida's forget-me-not-eyes crinkled in a smile. Looking back to her brothers Merida beckoned for them to come closer, she had the perfect punishment for them. "Okay" Merida whispered. "You don't want me to tell mum? You do something for me first." The boys didn't look too happy about the prospect but knew better than to object. "You're going to do two things for me." Merida began. "First you're going to cause a distraction so the whole party looks away. Then you're going to do some kidnaping for me." To Merida's slight concern, the boys didn't even bat an eye at her request.

Hiccup was decidedly bored, and not getting any sleep the night before was not helping his slipping social skills. Every once and awhile the boy would catch himself nodding off, his head bowing with exhaustion as if someone had their hand pressed hard on the back of his neck. The party was still going strong around him, but the small Viking was slowly slipping into the warm furs of his vest, green eyes glazed and drooping. Some of his dreamland was beginning to seep into the real world around him, as golden dream sand dragons flew lazily above the dance floor. Hiccups eyes slipped, smiling dully at the dragons. Now more of reality was beginning to chew into dreamland as Hiccups tired mind created a dancing girl of fire, ruby red hair crackling.

The small explosion that burst into life in the middle of the hall brought Hiccup and everyone else in the party out of whatever dream state they had conjured up for themselves. The dancing fire girl and the golden sand dragons sputtered into cold real life as Hiccup sat up, green eyes blown open in shock. Some of his dream had come true for fire was erupting in the dining hall, but it wasn't the dancing kind. Someone had set off a baker's dozen of fireworks, right in the middle of the party guests. Red and blue tailed rockets shot into startled faces, whereas green and purple ones raced and sang to the ceiling, exploding into a shower of stars and stinging sparks. Hiccups mouth dropped slightly as he watched burly, trained warriors run in terror as bright white fireworks crackled and popped on their backs and behinds. However when a blue and gold rocket exploded on the wall just behind Hiccups head, the boy decided it was time to duck for cover. Diving off the bench and landing hard on his knees Hiccup grabbed his horned helmet and jammed it on his head, hands pulling the metal down to cover his eyes. Another bang and hiss went off near Hiccup, this time sending shrapnel of splintered china dinging off the boy's helmet. Peeking out from behind the dented metal Hiccup slowly stood up, eyes still blown wide, sparkles and shots of light reflected in his green irises. "Well at least it interrupted the party." Hiccup said shakily, still watching the men and women of DunBrock castle run for cover from the exploding fireworks. But the strange tugging at his wrist once again distracted the Viking boy from the party guests. Looking down Hiccups eyes met with a cloud of ruby red hair, and the small boy it was attached to. The little kid was tugging on Hiccups blue sleeve, small face scrunched up as he tried to drag the taller boy away. Narrowing his eyes in annoyance Hiccup yanked his wrist away. "Blazing barnacles do you think _you're_ doing?" The small boy looked up at Hiccup, pebble blue eyes darkening with annoyance. The small scot then looked over Hiccups shoulder to something the Viking could not see, and nodded. Hiccup was half way through turning to see what the redhead had nodded at when something heavy jumped onto his shoulders. Shouting with surprise Hiccup tried to push whatever it was that was now grabbing his hair off him, but the small scot from before had latched onto his arm, pulling it down with the weight of his entire body. Growling in annoyance Hiccup tried to pull the kid off with his other hand, but soon found that one was equally trapped, a second identical red head holding his arm down. Then small pudgy hands came over his eyes, and Hiccup was rendered blind and trapped in the grasp of three maliciously giggling princes.

"Who in Odin's name- what the ffff- GET OFF!" Hiccup was being tugged this way and that through the crowd of shrieking lords and ladies, all seeming too preoccupied with the firecrackers still erupting like fire ants at their feet to notice the hostage Viking being dragged, swearing through gritted teeth, to the front of the hall.

Merida, who had watched the entire kidnaping go down, was pinked over from laughter as her three smiling brothers finally deposited a tousled haired and fuming Hiccup Haddock at her feet. Hamish, who had been the one covering the Vikings eyes, quickly stood up from his perch on the older boys shoulders. He then in one swift motion pulled his hands off Hiccups eyes, stepped on the furious boys head and jumped to the ground beside his giggling sister. Harris and Hubert both pulled hard on Hiccups arms, and with their combined weight pulled the Viking into a kneeling position in front of the Scottish princess. "Merida what the hell?" Hiccup spat, glaring icily at the three princes now smirking at him from behind their sister's protective figure.

"Sorry about that Hic." Merida said breathily, her shoulders shaking with suppressed laughter. The princess stepped down to help the angry Viking to his feet. She smiled innocently as she began smoothing out his tousled hair; bright copper locks sticking up at odd angles from underneath his helmet. "When I told them to kidnap you I didn't think they would take it quite so seriously." Narrowing his eyes with suspicion Hiccup pulled away from Merida, choosing to flatten his own shocked hair himself. Merida still had a huge smile pulled across her red apple cheeks, though it matched neither the smugness nor the size of the once being shared by the triplets. Merida caught a glimpse of their wide grins, causing her own smile to deflate. "Oh get out of here you little limpet brain's." Her blush deepened when she realized her slip into Viking, no scot ever used a word like limpet. Her brothers seemed to notice this as well, because Harris whistled and both Hubert and Hamish began batting their eyes. Merida glared at them but decided to ignore the three. Turning back to Hiccup she gave him a half moon smile then grabbed his hand, tugging him away from her snickering brothers. "Ignore them Hic." Merida growled. Hiccup shot a curious look over his shoulder to see the triplets now blowing kisses and winking at him knowingly. Rolling his eyes at this he turned back to Merida seeing a blush bloomed over her cheeks, mirroring the one crossing his.

"Are your brothers always like this?" Hiccup asked Merida as they walked towards the back door to the dining hall that led to the kitchens.

"Yes." Merida replied matter-o-factly. "But," The princess added, looking over her shoulder to see the results of the boy's mischief. "They are very good at making a scene." The fireworks had finally died down; leaving a startled, food and wine stained party guests huddled in the corner or under turned tables. Merida smiled broadly at her brother's handy work and Hiccup observed the damage as well, eyebrows raised.

"They sure do as good a job as me blowing things up, but I suppose they do it on purpose and not by accident." Merida chortled at this.

"Yeah I told them to cause a distraction so we could escape. It was a bit more destructive than I imagined." Hiccup pulled on Merida's hand and they started backing away from the party, both children's eyes still fixed on the destroyed dining hall.

"Come on then Mary or those terrible terrors would have ruined a boring dancing party for nothing." Merida and Hiccup quickly turned to sneak through the kitchens but some ones large armoured chest blocked their path. This new development was discovered by Hiccup, who slammed face first into whoever, and bounced back into Merida's arms. The princess hissed a cuss between her teeth and caught the boy before he hit the ground. Two pairs of startle eyes looked up to see who had become the new wall to their escape plan. King Fergus was looking down at the two children, a mix of annoyance, surprise and amusement on his face.

"Where do you think your going lad and lass?" The king asked, arms crossing. There was a small silence, before Hiccup decided to break it.

"Well-" But his words were cut off by Merida sharply slapping her hand over his mouth. She didn't need Hiccups famous smart-ass comments to get out of this.

"Were going to the woods." Merida said mechanically. It was her response to almost every question on her location, so it was the first place that came into her mind now. Hiccups eye roll however commented on the foolishness of this answer.

"Thought your mother said no one was to go to the woods? Now that the dragons there." The king said smugly, watching the colour drain from his daughters face. _Shit_. The princess thought. But then Hiccup pulled at her wrist, freeing his mouth.

"I shot an arrow into the woods this morning, when we were doing archery-" The Viking began.

"You mean when you two destroyed half the fair." The king interrupted, eyebrow rising.

"Yes that's right when we were doing archery. So Mary- I mean Merida and I was going to get it. Its really bugging her that she only has eleven arrows now instead of her twelve." Merida quickly latched on to this story. Pushing Hiccup back on his feet and donning a miserable expression she pulled her hands up to her chest as if in morning.

"Yes dad it's so terrible. I can't stop thinking about it. I kept that arrow set ever since I was a wee little thing and now that this clot head lost one of them I need to get it back." She said all of this in a weepy almost comically sad voice. Merida knew that she didn't need to get her father to understand, she needed to get him to laugh. Deciding the effect was not enough by the stoic expression on the kings face Merida stepped forward and hugged him around the chest, her small arms barely brushing each other at his back. She then looked up at him, big blue eyes brimming with false tears. "Please dad I just need to get it back. It's near the front of the forest. I am simply horror struck at the idea of what that poor wee arrow could be doing out there in the woods all by itself. It could be talking to bad branch folk learning all sorts of terrible things like wrong grammar and bad table manners." Now she buried her face into her father's chest, shoulders shaking with repeated sobs and giggles. "Oh the horrors the horrors, what good archer could leave her arrows to such a fate." Hiccup had to bite on his knuckles to stop himself from laughing. The king however gave into his daughter's ruse.

"No need to shed tears over this." The king laughed, pushing Merida's face up by her chin, revealing a smiling, mischievous expression. "Just near the front of the forest?" The king asked. Merida and Hiccup both nodded fiercely, fingers crossed behind their backs. "You're not going to go looking for no dragon nor adventure?" Hiccup made a noise of disbelief, rolling his eyes as he did so.

"Pfffff, who would be crazy enough to go looking for a dragon." The king smirked at this, but brought his attention back to his daughter.

"Okay lass but take the bow and arrow you hid under your seat." Merida opened her mouth to respond to that but the king brushed her off, walking away from the two children and back towards the recovering party. "I don't want to know how you snuck them away from under your mothers nose, probably the same way your brothers managed to set off fireworks in my dining hall. I just want you back home before night fall." Merida did exactly what she was told, wide smile spreading on her face. Running back to her seat she grabbed the bow and arrow hidden there - she had only managed to sneak one away - and ran back to a waiting Hiccup.

"Okay thank you dad I love you!" Merida said quickly then snatched up Hiccups hand again. "Come on Hic!" Merida giggled, eyes bright as sparks from the bellows. "We have till nightfall, that's three hours!"

"Actually I think it's two." Hiccup corrected. Merida smirked at this, wide smile crinkling her eyes like paper.

"Do you really want to be back on time?" The princess asked. The Viking answered with a smile just as wide as the girls.

Merida and Hiccup ran through the long hall that led away from the kitchens, fingers still locked together. Their eyes were set on the lit doorway near the end of the long dark passageway, green and yellow light of Scotland worming the rock of the doorframe and making a rectangle of color in the otherwise black hall. Hiccups helmet was slipping slowly in front of his eyes as he ran, and Merida would trip every once and awhile on her too big shoes, but the pair didn't stop. Finally the door way was full of not just green light, but two panting children. The side door to the kitchen was the exit closest to the forest, but there was still a large green field to cross before the two heirs made it to the wood. Tall light green grass waved at Hiccup as he stood beside Merida, daffodils peeping through the grass like shy women at a window. "Lets run it." Hiccup said, eyeing the field happily. Not getting an answer the Viking peered down to Merida who was bent over, fiddling with the knots on her brown flats. However because Merida was not use to the low cut of the dress the Viking boy was momentarily mesmerized before he remembered whom it was he was ogling at. The boy looked away quickly, a blush spreading over his cheeks.

"What yah say Hic?" Merida asked curiously, looking up from her position. Hiccup awkwardly looked back to Merida, determinedly keeping eye contact.

"I err…" Hiccups tongue had turned to butter. _Stop being a jerk Hiccup, your doing it again._ Trying to find another topic to think about Hiccup said the first thing that came to his mind. "I didn't see that necklace on you earlier." Hiccup pointed down to a silver necklace dangling at Merida's neckline. The red blush deepened. Merida however didn't seem to notice or care. Standing up, brown flats in one hand she picked up the jewelry swinging from her neck.

"Yeah ma mum lassoed it on me before I went back out to the party. It's a symbol of my family's house, see." She then pulled on the chain so the necklace came loose and passed it over to a blushing Hiccup. The Viking took the silver chain from Merida and studied the small crest dangling from his hand. It was an image of three bears, locked in a circle. The bears themselves seemed to be made of emerald, with jewel eyes blinking at him from there silver prison. Hiccups mind flashed quickly back to the tapestry, but soon forgot that thought. These bears looked a lot nicer. "Anyway," Merida sighed, plucking the necklace back from Hiccup and pulling it around her neck again. "Mum said I should have been wearing it all day. It's a symbol of ma status as princess and me not wearing it was apparently a disgrace or something." The girl then stretched, popping her back as she did so. "But enough of that rubbish, let's get going." Chuckling to himself Hiccup followed the girl's lead. However he did a double take as she through her shoes aside before stepping out onto the grass.

"Not taking your flats?" Hiccup asked in confusion.

"No." Merida answered, slightly surprised herself. "They don't fit me." Hiccup puzzled this for a moment before reaching up and removing his helmet, setting it down beside Merida's discarded item. Merida watched him do this, smiling. Hiccup ran his fingers through his hair happily, making it stick up again in odd angles. Then Hiccup stepped down from the castle to join Merida in the grass.

"Wanna race to the forest?" The boy asked.

"Course I do." The girl replied, getting into a runners stance.
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	12. Chapter 12: Lilacs

Chapter 12

Lilacs

Phil the pigeon was twittering to himself from the branch of a birch tree. His stomach was growling from hunger. The small bird was sorely missing the worm he had only had a chance to nibble at last night before something loud, green and big had crashed through his dinner party, sending both him and his supper flying. The irked pigeon was now pecking bitterly at the sappy hard surface of a pinecone, feeling very sorry for himself in deed. However just when the bird had decided to abandon his futile attempts of picking out a seed from the pinecone a large, fat green caterpillar crawled out from underneath the cone, and began scurrying as fast as his many legs could carry him away from the excited pigeon. Phil peeped twice in delight then hopped towards the retreating supper. But, fate was at work, and some of the stories told that year were not as adventurous as the one happening to Merida and Hiccup. Fate had a tale for Phil the pigeon, and that unfortunately meant no dinner for him tonight.

Wham! Phil shrieked in surprise and fell out of the tree. The green caterpillar however hung on. Feeling a painful sting of déjà vu Phil caught himself up with his wings before he hit the grassy ground. He swooped bitterly to a small stump his feathers bristled with anger. Once he landed, Phil looked to see what had caused him to lose his dinner yet again. What he saw made his feathers puff up so he was twice his normal size. That same big green thing, now blue for some reason was smiling tiredly at some other red thing. The figure was panting, and held the bark of the birch tree for support. The other red thing was looking happily at the one near the tree; its bushy red hair swooped over its shoulder as it bent to catch its breath. These things of course were Hiccup and Merida.

Hiccup had won the race, but only because he was running so fast that he didn't have time to stop before he hit the forest. This caused the Viking to run headlong into a birch tree, bending the small sapling as his body collided with it. Merida caught up with him just as the boy had picked himself off the ground. "Slick there Haddock," Merida joked as the tired but triumphant Viking rubbed his bruised shoulder.

"Hey I beat you didn't I?" Hiccup replied, crooked grin in place.

"At the cost of your dignity." Merida sneered back, still out of breath.

"I barely had any to begin with." Was Hiccups cheerful response, his dirt smudged face curled into a smirk. "I can live with losing some dignity if I get to beat you in a race."

"Don't let it get to your head Haddock." Merida replied, pushing Hiccups smiling face away from her. "Yah never beat me in a sword fight." Hiccup just kept his smile sewn into place, picking a dead leaf out of his hair.

"So anyway," The Viking began, running his fingers through his hair and re-lodging three more leaves. "Where do you suppose that arrow of yours went?"

"Oh we'll never find that thing." Merida replied. She picked up her lilac purple skirt and stepped onto a fallen tree, bare feet sinking into thick green liken. Hiccup absentmindedly walked next to her, stretching his hand out to curl around the girls fingers, helping to keep her balance.

"I thought you were heartbroken over your lost arrow." Hiccup joked, eyebrow raised at Merida. The princess rolled her eyes at this but kept her attention on her balancing act. The two children walked further into the forest.

"Hiccup I must have lost over one hundred arrows in ma life, I can always get another." The Princess jumped down from the log, her dissent helped along by Hiccups steady hand. "I just wanted to go on a walk."

"Well thanks for taking me along." Hiccup replied. The trees had begun to thicken and the once short grass had stretched up to brush against the two heirs knees. Merida laughed at Hiccups response.

"Ha, no problem Hic, you looked like you were half asleep in there." Hiccup smiled at this, hand coming up to rub the back of his neck.

"I think I did fall asleep for a little bit. Had really weird dreams."

"Yeah?" Merida asked, slightly out of breath. The two had begun climbing a hill, and the previous race had already winded the princess. "What did you dream about?" Hiccups mind flashed quickly to the dancing girl of fire, a small blush warmed his cheeks.

"Dragons." Hiccup replied quickly. Merida chuckled at this.

"I guess you would dream about something like that dragon boy."

"Yeah yeah." Hiccup commented, reaching down to help Merida up a steeper part of the hill. "What do you dream about then? Shooting archery and punching people?" Merida rolled her eyes and pushed Hiccups helping hand out of the way, grabbing onto a sapling for support instead.

"No, I normally dream of flying. Its just sort of stuck in my head." Hiccup, who had reached out to support the sapling as Merida pulled on it did a double take. This unfortunately meant him missing the trunk and pushed on a branch instead, then his hand slipped. This branch shortly snapped back and slapped him in the face.

"Oh for the love of." Hiccup mumbled, rubbing his stinging cheek. "I'm getting so sick of this." Merida merely giggled and helped the Viking boy up onto the ledge above them, the two heir slowly making their way to the top of the steep hill.

"Do you ever dream of flying?" Merida asked Hiccup as they began their climb again.

"Uhhh . . ." Hiccup said slowly, hands grabbing onto the hillside as he climbed, mind working overtime. "Yeah." He finally said, slightly unsure of his response. Merida raised an eyebrow at this and added the response to the growing list of weird things about Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third. "Well I suppose everyone does." Hiccup said in a reply to Merida's curious look. "I mean it's the best feeling in the world."

"Yeah?" Merida asked, noting his lack of 'It must be.'

"Yeah" Hiccup said breathily, pulling himself up the last little bit of the hill then looking down to help Merida. Merida however was already crouched on the hilltop, and lent a hand down to help Hiccup up instead. Hiccup graciously took the hand. With a final pull Merida and Hiccup were sitting breathless on the top of the large hill. Behind them was more forest that went on for miles, and on either side of them was the steep climb up and the steep climb down. However in front of them was what they had spent the last hour climbing to see.

"Come on Hic!" Merida giggled as she crawled forward to the hills lookout spot. Hiccup who had collapsed onto his back when Merida had finally dragged him up popped his head up to see Merida, once again full of energy, crawling to the hillside. Groaning the Viking rolled onto his hands and knees and slowly made his way over as well.

Merida was already sitting, one leg dangling over the cliff's edge and hands curled into the long grass of the hill, when Hiccup got there. The boy dropped down beside her, curling up like a tired night fury. His weary eyes took in the view, and it was definitely worth the long climb. Dark spruce and pine trees lay beneath them like grass. Brightly coloured birds could be spotted in the dark branches, looking like bright hairpins in women's hair. The valley of trees stretched out for as far as Hiccup could see, rolling and shining like waves to an ocean. The shivering trees were doused in a sprinkling of yellow sunspots as the shiny pin needles caught up the last light of day. The sky itself was a misted frost pink, with hints of blue still peeking through. Shots of gold iced over the last few clouds hanging sleepily in the darkening evening sky and the suns bottom beams had just began kissing the horizon. They probably should have headed back then if they wanted to be back to the castle on time but no one moved. As Merida had said earlier neither of them wanted to be home on time.

Hiccup smiled sleepily to himself as he lay beside Merida, but then his eyes caught onto a spark of purple in the green grass in front of him. A single lilac flower was growing on the mossy edge of the cliff, waving timidly up at him from its perch. Smile broadening Hiccup picked the flower, spinning it once between his fingers. The Viking then looked over to the princess beside him, a blush slowly growing over his cheeks. "Here Merida." Hiccup said with equal timidness, eyes averted as he gave Merida the small lilac. "It matches your dress." Merida took the flower from the bashful boy, a warm smile glowing her cheeks red.

"Thank you Hiccup." Merida said softly, placing the lilac in her hair, the light purple radiant against the ruby red. "I love it."

The two sat in silence for a long moment, until a rustling came to there attention. From the forest below them three birds flew from their branches, startled by something moving in the woods. Hiccup smiled to himself, wondering if that was Toothless trying to catch himself a snack. "Chickadees." Merida said softly beside him. Hiccup looked up from his curled arms, eyebrow raised. "They were chickadees." Merida said matter-o-factly, pointing at the small birds that had now taken shelter in the forest behind them. "Means were going to meet a new friend."

"What?" Hiccup asked, propping his head up on his hand. Merida chuckled quietly to herself, playing absentmindedly with her necklace. "Oh its this old saying ma mum has. Chickadees mean you're going to meet someone new."

"Someone new? Hiccup asked, sitting up. "Like who?" There was a sudden loud snap and crunch from behind the two heirs, of someone, or something heavy moving in the forest. "Oh no." Hiccup moaned. The new friend was turning out to be someone Hiccup wasn't sure Merida was ready to meet yet. _Toothless_. Hiccup thought, anxiety tearing at his insides.

Merida stood up quickly, mind snapping onto hunter and hunted mode. She knew of the darkness that hung around these woods and was instantly thankful that her father had insisted on her taking her bow and arrow. Swinging the weapon from her back Merida drew herself up, and bit down hard on her lip. Dragon or demon bear, she wasn't going to let her or Hiccup turn into dinner tonight. Notching the bow the princess blew a loose curl from her narrowed eyes and began to walk slowly and silently towards the woods. This for some strange reason brought about the most bizarre reaction from Hiccup. "Whoa whoa whoa what are you doing?" Hiccup pushed himself in front of Merida, grabbing onto her bow and digging his heels into the soft dirt.

"I'm going to see what just made that loud bloody noise!" Merida snapped back, pulling hard to try and rip out of Hiccups hold. "What the hell are _you_ doing?"

"It was probably a rabbit or something." Hiccup said quickly, desperately trying not to be thrown off by Merida's stronger pushing. "You really gonna point that bow at a rabbit."

"It weren't no bloody rabbit!" Merida retorted, annoyed and surprised with what she was hearing. "Stop being so daft Haddock no rabbit could make that much noise." Hiccup didn't have a response to this, but even if he did he wouldn't have had time to say it. Merida broke his grip by bending his fingers back. Eyes watering in pain Hiccup recoiled but was quickly back to pestering a steel faced Merida. Bravely he grabbed her arm, but this movement was swiftly punished by a strong push that sent the Viking to the grassy ground. "Mary wait!" Hiccup shouted as the girl's small figure disappeared into the darkness of the woods. "Oh man." Hiccup groaned as he dragged himself to his feet and chased after the princess, his own small figure being swallowed by darkness.

Breathing heavily Hiccup looked around the thickening forest for any signs of ruby red hair. Night was creeping up on his heels as he ran, and though he could still see perfectly well, more and more shadow was being added to the forest. The long black strips the trees cast lay like zebra prints over Hiccups panicking figure. "Merida!" Hiccup shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth as he yelled. But then the ground left his feet only to become accustomed with his face. The boy had slipped on something and landed hard on what felt like a dirt road. Scattered along the sides of the path were several small dragon plants, there bright green harden leaves standing out against the dirt of the road. Sitting up Hiccup saw that it was in fact a hunter's path, probably leading back to the DunBrock village. Pulling himself up to rest on his bent knees Hiccup looked over his shoulder to see what had caused him to slip. A large boot print was pressed into dried mud around the hunter's pathway. Hiccups own smaller footprint was smudged over the still wet earth of the previous print. Frowning Hiccup stood up, and examined the print further. The wet mud had caused him to slip, but the print itself had to have been made recently enough that the earth was still wet. A bad feeling crawling under his skin the Viking stood up and quickly left the path behind, still looking for Merida.

He found her far faster than the boy expected. Running around a large tree Hiccup was just about to start truly panicking when he slammed into a bright patch of red and a lot of Scottish swearing. "Hiccup! Yah dung brained Pillock I nearly took your head off with a flipping arrow!" Merida shrieked her face turning a strange shade of purple.

"Marry come on I don't like this, I found a hunters trail that will lead us right back to DunBrock."

"Don't like what? That a demon bear is possibly hunting us down? I don't like it either that's why I'm trying to get us home safely! So stop trying to take ma weapon away!"

"Who said anything about a demon bear?" Hiccup asked angrily, he really didn't need this right now.

"I did. There are more then just dragons lurking in these forests!" There was a pause. Hiccup thought back to the tapestry from the library. Was it Toothless or Mor'du now hunting them? But the sudden shift and rustle of a berry bush would answer that question. Merida's sharp hunter eyes spotted the movement and she pulled an arrow back.

"Mary wait there's something you need to know!" Hiccup gasped running up to stop the princess from shooting another arrow into his downed dragon. However just as the Viking reached the princess the berry bush moved again. And a rabbit hopped out.

The boy and girl just stood there for a moment, staring at the startled rabbit. Then Merida lowered her bow and un-notched the arrow, Hiccup still keeping his hand on Merida's shoulder, eyes wide and shaking with relief. The bunny took two cautious steps back and then scampered, kicking up a small poof of dust as she left. "It really was a rabbit." Hiccup said shakily. "Wow, that never happens." Merida let out a sigh of relief, dropping her bow as she attempted to collect her thoughts. _It wasn't Mor'du. _She thought, just as Hiccup was thinking the same about Toothless. However it _was_ something.

Two large unfamiliar hands shot out from behind Merida and Hiccup, and wrapped tightly around the heirs small chests. Their scream of surprise was cut off as another pair of hands covered the boy and girls mouth, silencing their shout for help. Then, whomever it was that had the writhing children captive began dragging the two apart, pulling kicking legs across the dew damp grass. Hiccups eyes widened as he finally got a good look of who had grabbed Merida. He was a tall, burly man who Hiccup didn't recognise at all. His blond sweaty hair was pulled into a low ponytail and his ghostly blue eyes were smiling down at a writhing Merida. The way the man was looking at the panicking girl caused a knot to bind in Hiccups chest, and he quickly reached out, just managing to grab onto one of Merida's waving hands. The Viking tried dragging the girl out of her captors clutches but his arm was soon grabbed by a third and final person's grip. The white knuckled hand pressed down hard on Hiccups frail wrist, causing the Viking to bite his tongue to keep from screaming. Looking up through watering eyes Hiccup took in the new person. He was a tall man, not quite as tall as the blond one, but large enough to swallow Hiccups shrinking figure in shadow. He had a young handsome face, but the charm of his features were rather ruined by the long scar running from his jaw to his right temple. It looked like a sword had sliced the length of his face at one point. The man's eyes, which were now trained coldly on Hiccup, looked like small blue speckled pebbles shimmering from a river. They were a pale blue with shots of dark inked over. His hair was a lot neater than the blond, and a lot cleaner too. It was a dark brown, slightly curly and long enough to just brush his caller. The man was dressed in a dark blue leather jacket, with brown pants and a thick belt wrapped around his thin but muscular waistline. In his belt was a long hunter's dagger glinting wickedly at the trapped Viking.

The thug tightened his grip on Hiccups arm, smiling sadistically at the wince of pain that left the smaller boys quivering lips. "Sorry lad." The scarred man said softly, slowly unwinding Hiccups shaking fingers form Merida's hand. "No saving your lovely lady friend today." Merida growled at him, digging her nails into the blond man's arm. Hiccup himself tried to use his skinniness to his advantage and slip out of his fur vest, but the man holding him tightened his grip, moving his hand from the boys mouth to instead grab a fist full of the Vikings copper hair.

"Stay still." Was the growled reply, very close to Hiccups ear when the thug holding him had finally regained control over the squirming Viking.

"Nine would you please get yours handled." The scarred faced man said looking slightly bored.

"She's lot stronger than she looks Seamus." The blond responded through gritted teeth. Merida was indeed still fighting tooth and nail. She had managed to throw off the hand across her mouth and was now busy trying to break the fingers holding tightly onto her slender wrist. Seamus, which was apparently the scar faced mans name, rolled his eyes at this. He then walked up to Hiccup and pulled him sharply out of the other thugs grip. Hiccup quickly looked over his shoulder to see who had been holding him. It was another man, this one with long black hair that went too about his elbows. He looked older than the other two, but not by much. He was also a lot skinnier, but there was still a build-up of muscle across his narrow shoulders. A bow was slung across his back, and he also had a hunting dagger tucked into his belt. But Hiccups attention was taken away from the man when Seamus grabbed him by the hair and tugged his face to look at him. He then brought his fist back and before Hiccup could even close his eyes punched the Viking hard across the jaw.

"Hiccup!" Merida shrieked as the boy stumbled back, clutching his mouth. Pulling shaking fingers away Hiccup revealed a mouth drooling with blood. Merida's face turned red. "You bloody bastards leave him alone don't you-" But Merida stopped shouting when Seamus grabbed Hiccup by the caller and slowly pulled the boy toward him again, eyes locked with Merida's.

"Look lass." The man started, keeping a vice like grip on Hiccups caller. "I'd really not want to mess up your boyfriends pretty face, so I would recommend you stop your fussing." Merida was breathing heavily, but settled down into her captors grip. Hiccup however saw the look that was spreading like honey over the blond man's face, and decided another punch to the face was worth whatever the man had planned for Merida.

"Marry you run right now!" Hiccup shouted, pulling wildly at Seamus's tight hold.

"Oh for god's sake." Seamus sighed, pushing Hiccup into the waiting arms of the black haired archer. "Were just trying to do this smoothly, you bloody young people." Pinching the bridge of his nose Seamus sighed to himself. Then shooting Hiccup an annoyed look he began rummaging in his leather jacket. "Bloody love stories, swear to god. No understanding of how the world works." Pulling out a small red notebook and a charcoal pencil he walked casually over to Hiccup, flipping the pages as he went. "Right, your names Hiccup? Grate name, do you want to tell me who you are and where you're from?" This was once again said in a very bored voice, sounding like Seamus was merely repeating a line he said over and over again. Hiccup glared at the man, blood dripping from the corner of his mouth.

"No sorry I forgot. Think that punch of yours caused some memory loss." Seamus looked up from his notebook to frown at the much smaller boy, looking like he wasn't paid enough to deal with this talking fish bones smart mouthing.

"Certainly remembered how to be a pain in the ass." The thug replied, closing the book with a snap.

"That's instinctual, can't forget a thing like that." Hiccup answered, smirk tugging at his lips. The smile lost some of its gusto however when the thug nodded to his fellow behind Hiccup. The archer's hand descended hard on his shoulder and he was spun around and punched hard in the face again. This hit brought the boy to his knees but he some how managed to keep his smirk in place.

"You're really - not helping - your chances of getting - my memory back." Hiccup panted, smiling up at Seamus, more blood drooling from a cut lip. Seamus really did look quite done with Hiccup at this point.

"Okay kid yah can't remember who you are, fine. I'll make something up for you." The man snapped, flipping open his notebook again. "I'll put you down for coal miner, at no value, maybe being worked to death will wipe that shitty smirk off your face." That did wipe the smirk off Hiccups face, but not for the reasons Seamus was thinking. He had originally thought that these thugs were merely thieves, something scary but without much planning or intelligence. But if they were slave traders that meant Hiccup and Merida were dealing with a whole different kind of criminal. To be a slave trader in a rich and populated place like DunBrock you would have to be very smart, quick and ready to do anything to not get caught. But then a worse fear came into Hiccups chest as he remembered with a pang that he wasn't in the slightest the one most in danger here. Green eyes shot up to look into scared bright blue. The princess of Scotland was dangling from one of the slave catcher's hands, her incriminating silver necklace out in the open for any curious eye to see.

"Right one done one more to go then we can get this little party moving." Seamus muttered to himself, writing down the last of Hiccups information. "Snake search him would yeah lad?" Snake, the man who had just punched Hiccup, nodded without a word and grabbed Hiccup roughly by the collar, bring the boy sharply to his feet. Hiccup barely noticed the hand now rummaging carelessly through his vest pocket; his attention was completely fixed on the slowly panicking Merida. "Okay love, you just be a good girl and not piss me off like your dung brained boyfriend and

I'll put you in a nice servant position, how's that sound?" Seamus asked a pale Merida, his eyes thankfully averted from the girl and focused on his notebook.

"He- he's not my boyfriend." Merida said shakily, attempting to covertly cover up the necklace by pushing some of her bushy hair over it.

"What ever you say lass." Seamus said offhandedly, scribbling into his red notebook. "So your names Mary? Care to elaborate on that a bit further?" Hiccup saw the panic now bubbling to the surface in Merida's wide blue eyes and knew he needed to do something, now, to stop a greedy eye from looking too hard at the chain still visible around the girl's neck. With Snake's hands still rummaging roughly through his vest pockets, discarding the bandages and germ jelly he had stolen earlier, Hiccup slowly pulled his hand behind him to his back pocket. He then, just as slowly pulled out the small knife he kept hidden there. It was different then the dagger Snake had found immediately in his vest pocket, this one was a lot smaller and meant for throwing. However to Hiccup it was just the right size for a concealable weapon. Pulling it out and flicking off the cover with his thumb Hiccup took in a deep breath before ramming it hard into Snakes forearm, burying the entire shining blade into the archers arm. A scream ripped from the man's throat, followed shortly by several colourful swearwords. In his pain he pushed Hiccup away so he could cradle his bleeding arm, crimson dripping down to his hand and drooling off his shaking fingers. Hiccup hit the ground, head knocking hard against something. Looking up the Viking saw it was Merida's bow and arrow she had dropped earlier. Grabbing it up hurriedly he threw it in the direction he thought Merida was, hoping his plan would work. Then with the frightening sound of stomping feet right behind him the Viking crawled quickly towards a thick branch on the ground roughly the size of a short sword. Grabbing it just before the footsteps stopped Hiccup turned, still on his knees and swung the branch hard to were he was hoping Seamus's head would be. He was right, but before the weapon could hit its mark it was caught in the slave traders grasp, and snapped in half with one hand.

"Oh come on." Hiccup groaned as his weapon was reduced to kindling. Then a furious Seamus rounded on him. Grabbing him hard by the throat Seamus pulled the wriggling Viking to his feet then flung him back into the circle of captors and captives they had made. Hiccups back hit an equally as angry Snake's legs, who was glaring down at the wide eyed Viking with pure malice, still clutching his bloodied arm. "You're starting to really piss me off kid." Seamus said slowly, his voice thick with hatred and annoyance. Hiccup tried to crawl away from Snake but was kicked hard in the ribs causing the boy to slump over on the ground again. Gasping for air the Viking wrapped his arms tightly around his stinging chest.

"Yeah," Hiccup spluttered, streaming eyes looking up to meet with Seamus's darker ones. "Well you're not exactly highest in my books right now either." The boy managed to cough out. Seamus glare slowly termed into a smirk as he watched Hiccup on the ground. He then pulled out his long hunting dagger and gestured for Snake to grab the Viking again.

"Yah know what kid I think I can boost your chances on the market if I take care of that lip problem of yours." He and Snake then advanced on the shrinking Viking, backs completely turned on the Princess still hidden under their noses. "Hold still would yah lad?" Seamus laughed stepping hard on Hiccups leg before he could scoot away any further. "Just give me a moment to cut out your tongue." The smirk really was gone from Hiccups face at this point.

**Next chapter coming tomorrow, thank you for reading and reviewing.**
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Chapter 13

Knife and Necklace

Meanwhile when all this was going on Merida was watching, completely shocked, wide eyes trained on Hiccup. _What the hell is he doing?_ Merida thought dully watching the Viking grab a branch and attempt to fight off a man twice his size. Once Hiccup had started losing however Merida was snapped out of her shocked staring and began grappling with her captor. "Easy there girly." The blond man said as Merida tried once again to break his fingers only for her hand to get caught. "I need them, and I can't lose another." Merida did a double take at this and looked down to the hands now wrapped painfully around her two wrists. One of the pointer fingers had been hacked off and reduced to a small scarred nub. Despite herself Merida gave a shriek of disgust trying to pull herself away from the grotesque injury. It was not like a normal cut, it was clearly hacked and slashed off, instead of a clean motion, leaving his whole hand scarred and ugly. Hiccup, who was now on his knees, Snake holding his head still as Seamus position the knife near his mouth, looked up at Merida's shriek, worry splashed like cold sweat over his face. Seamus paused his work and retracted the knife from Hiccup to point it at the blond man.

"Nine I swear to god don't you be up to your usual over there or I'll slice off another." Nine, the man holding Merida smiled wickedly at his superior.

"Course not Northlock, never do it to a small one." This caused both Merida and Hiccups faces to twist in disgust.

"Mary!" Hiccup shouted, trying to throw off Snakes crushing grip. "Run right now! Mary-" But Seamus had struck him hard across the face with the hilt of his dagger, knocking the Viking into a dizzy reality, colors blending into each other and lines wriggling like worms. Merida cried out at the hit, tears shooting into her eyes. But her own problems came back to her all at once when Nine's hand snaked eerily around her stomach, pulling her closer.

"Sorry about your boyfriend there lass." Nine hissed, hand caressing her rib cage. Merida went still, eyes shot through with fear. "Never seen Northlock get so mad in all my life, kinda funny really." The hand slowly moved up, growing closer and closer to Merida's neckline and, though the bandit did not know it, her silver necklace. Merida didn't know which she was more afraid of him getting to. However just as his cold touch brushed the top of her dress a hand descended to catch Nines creeping fingers. Seamus was glaring at the blond man, eyes colder than anything Merida had seen today.

"Nine." Seamus said through grit teeth. "Watch your fingers, or you'll lose another one." Nine smirked at the younger man, his grip on Merida's wrist loosening with his distraction.

"Seamus Northlock never seen you care about someone before, if you want a go with her I'll gladly share." But his fingers had lost just enough tension for Merida to break the creeps grip. Slamming her bare foot hard on Nines boot Merida in one clean motion pulled herself out from under the two bandits grip and dove for the bow and arrow Hiccup had tossed her. They had landed not exactly next to Merida but close enough for her to make the jump. Grabbing the bow Merida notched an arrow as she turned around to face her two attackers, still on her knees. The oncoming bandits stopped as Merida pulled the arrow back to her cheek, her face twisted in anger.

"Easy their lass, you only got one arrow and there's three of us." Seamus said slowly, trying to calm the furious girl down. "What are you really going to do? Just put the bow down, I'll deal with this bastard." Here Seamus shot a death glare at Nine who merely looked unimpressed, "And I'll let you and your stupid boyfriend stay together. No mining camp for him okay?" Merida's eyes flicked quickly from the three bandits, making sure she knew where everyone was before she acted.

"One arrow, one target. That seems to work for me." Merida said coldly, and then let go of the feathered shaft. The arrow sunk into Nines right shoulder, away from any arteries but instead piercing his caller bone, causing as much pain as Merida could hope to cause from this angle. She then stood quickly and hit Seamus as hard as she could with the wooden part of the now empty bow. This all happened so fast that just as Seamus hit the ground from the strength of the hit, Nine had only just realized he had an arrow sticking out of his shoulder. Merida smiled to herself as she heard the scream of pain, but she couldn't relish in it. Running up to Seamus she kicked him hard in the face, sending him back to the ground again. Then the princess grabbed the hunting knife from the bandit's loose grip and spun around to face Snake, raising the knife as she did so. Snake just blinked stupidly at her, mouth slightly dropped. Hiccup, who was on his knees at the bandit's feet, was smiling widely at the girl, looking utterly relieved that she was out of Nines twisted grasp. But then he ducked when he saw Merida raising the knife, pulling his hands over his head in case her aim missed. The scream and thump that came from behind him however, told the cowering Viking she did not. Peeking up from behind his arms Hiccup saw Snake lying next to him on the ground, clutching his thigh that had a hunting dagger sticking out of it, blood soaking through his dark pants. Hiccup let out a small shocked laugh; Merida really was amazing. But then his arm was grabbed roughly. Panic flared in him before the boy realized it was Merida helping him to his feet.

"Come on Hiccup." Merida gasped, "Run now! Come on!" Hiccup quickly grabbed his stolen medical supplies and his notebook that Snake had taken from him while Merida pulled her bow securely around her back. Then not looking back at the groaning bandits the two heir's bolted, Hiccup stepping on a moaning Seamus Northlock as he ran. But just as the two were about to disappear into the darkness of the trees, someone grabbed Merida. Hiccup who had been holding Merida's hand stopped in his tracks as her fingers were ripped from his. Looking back the Viking saw Nine, who had removed the arrow from his shoulder, holding Merida by the throat. The princess herself was turning a pale blue, hands curled around the fingers now choking her.

"Merida!" Hiccup shouted, forgetting to use her fake name. The boy turned back and ran to help the spluttering princess. Grabbing onto the large arm Hiccup tried pulling it off the girl, but he was nearly lifted off his feet. He wasn't strong enough to pull the girl to safety. Panic building Hiccup dug his hand into his vest pocket, looking for his dagger. But he only found his notebook and the medical equipment. Swearing Hiccup suddenly remembered Snake had taken his dagger from him when he was searched, and his only other knife was now buried into the archers arm. Deciding now was not the moment to be choosy Hiccup grabbed the jar of germ jelly and smashed it across Nines face. He was aiming for his head, but the Viking was not tall enough to reach. However it had the desired effect. Nine dropped a purple Merida, screaming in pain. Some of the germ jelly had gotten into his eyes, and though it was not toxic it did sting like all hell. Hiccup ignored the swearing of the bandit as he tried desperately to get the purple jelly out of his eyes, and instead turned his attention to the equally purple Merida. "Merida are you alright?" Hiccup asked quickly, helping the coughing princess to her feet.

"Course - course I am you stupid bastard now come on let's go!" Not questioning marching orders Hiccup grabbed Merida's hand and ran with her into the safety of the forest, leaving a beaten and swearing bandit party behind them.

Seamus Northlock watched them go from his position on the ground, eyebrows raised at the heroic escape. He could have made chase but the man felt they had fairly beaten him, besides those little runts couldn't be worth much anyway. Sighing to himself the bandit stood up, rubbing his cheek where the girl had hit him. He then inspected his associates, who were moaning and groaning in equal amounts of bitter pain. Snake, who had pulled the hunting knife out of his leg, was now digging into his arm to look for the blade the boy brat had buried in him. Nine was still trying to get the purple germ jelly out of his eyes, coating it instead on his bloodied shoulder. "Sorry Nine mate but you really got what was coming to you."

"Oh shut up Northlock!" Nine snapped, glaring up at him with red streaming eyes.

"Yeah." Snake hissed. "You didn't get a bloody knife carved into your arm!"

"No I did not." Seamus said happily, brushing off the dirt on his jacket. "Guess God is on my side today."

"More like on there side, bloody hell." Snake bit back, finally unearthing the blade from his arm and throwing it bitterly aside. "You sure were pissed at that small one though, haven't seen you go off like that in a long time."

"That little bastard." Seamus muttered darkly, picking up his dagger from beside Snake and beginning to clean it off. "Sure did take a lot of hard knocks for his lady friend. What an idiot."

"Nine what the hell were you doing to that girl at the end? You looked ready to kill."

"I was!" Nine spat; some germ jelly mixed in with his spit. "She made us look like a bunch of morons!" Rolling his shoulder painfully Nine stooped down and picked up something shiny off the ground. "Got this off her though, when I was trying to squeeze the life from her that little-" Nine went off on a colourful description of the red haired girl, but Seamus ignored him. He walked up and grabbed the sparkling object from the man's four-fingered hand.

"What the hell . . ." Seamus muttered as he looked at the thing Nine had wrestled away from the girl. It looked to be a necklace, and by the weight and color made of solid silver. Something was engraved onto the front, but a mix of germ jelly and Nines blood was covering it up. Groaning Seamus pulled out the cloth he had just cleaned his dagger with and wiped off the blood. "What? You godda be kidding that girl was-" A design everyone in Scotland knew all too well was engraved onto the silver necklace, three bears locked together. "Oh that little bastard." Seamus growled now realising exactly why that boy was willing to take so many hard knocks for the girl.

"What is it Seamus?" Snake asked, staunching the blood on his leg with a cloth of his own.

"Yeah? Has it got any iron or copper on it?" Nine asked, the germ jelly finally out of his eyes. Seamus just stared at the necklace for a moment longer before rounding on Snake.

"Where's that kid's dagger?" Seamus yelled his fist clenched around the small necklace.

"What?" Snake asked, slightly surprised at the anger building up in his superior's voice.

"Dagger! That kid! The one that buried a blade in your damn arm! Where is his dagger?" Snake handed him the knife he had just pulled out of his arm, looking very confused.

"Northlock what the hell has gotten into you?" Nine asked from behind the fuming man, his hand still clasped over his bleeding shoulder. But Seamus however was paying his associates little attention. The silver necklace growing warm in his clenched fist the bandit grabbed the small dagger from Snake, the archer still looking worriedly at his leaders scarred face.

"Oh those damn little runts." Seamus hissed, pulling the dagger up to his eyes so he could inspect the engraving on the blade. "Nine you said the lords from the four kingdoms were here on royal business?" Seamus asked, trying to catch the last light of day on the dagger blade so he could read the small name carved into the metal.

"Yeah, them and their kids. Think the princess is getting married off to one of them." Nine mumbled, looking rather bored. "Why you ask Northlock?" Seamus's glare turned into a shocked look when he finally caught the name.

"Haddock." Seamus muttered, running a thumb over the inscription. He then looked down at the two stolen objects, shocked look turning into a sneer. "The princess and the Viking, how unlikely." Seamus said, his frown deepening. "Why does fate love to piss around with me so much?"

"Seamus what are you mumbling about?" Snake growled. "What princess and Viking? Who are you talking about?" Seamus chucked the necklace at Snake and dropped the dagger at the man's feet. He then turned to Nine.

"Mate you know where Bore and his lads are these days?" Nine nodded, still looking very confused.

"Yeah why? Thought you said they were too rough for your liking?"

"Changed my mind." Seamus growled, looking down to a wide-eyed Snake who was looking back and forth between the dagger and the necklace. "There are some kids who will be wanting their stuff back, can't keep them waiting."

**Authors note: One more chapter to go for the marathon, see you guys tomorrow! Thank you for reading.**
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Chapter 11

Lilacs Again

Hiccup and Merida lay panting, near the edge of Ravenswood forest. They had sprinted from the top of the hill; all the way along the hunter's path and then along the tree line tell they had finally collapsed. DunBrock's safe walls lay just a little ways away; only the large grassy field separated the tired children and home. However neither Hiccup nor Merida could muster to move another step and just lay there, staring up at the darkened sky, sucking in deep greedy breaths. A long moment was simply spent regaining their wits, before Hiccup broke the silence. "You know Merida." Hiccup began, eyes still trained on the dark canopy above him. "That was a really nice walk but I could have done without the whole escaping from bandit thing at the end."

"Yeah." Merida sighed, also still watching the pink sky slowly turn velvet. "Why don't we do your version of fun next time, think it will get us in less trouble." Hiccup smiled at this, mind flashing to him jumping off Toothles's back and free falling into the clouds.

"No, think my version of fun will get us into a lot of trouble too." Merida sighed, a sleepy smile blooming on her lips as well.

"Some how I don't doubt that." Another long moment of no speaking past, the winded and frightened heirs just lying beside one another, watching the shadows slowly stretch up the trees tell the whole world was swallowed in night. But just as the first moonbeams began to make there way to the sleepy children Hiccup spoke up.

"Merida you're really not going to like this." The Viking said slowly, sounding both exasperated and amused.

"What?" The princess asked rolling over and propping her head up on her hand to see what Hiccup was talking about. In answer Hiccup sat up and reached over to the tree trunk he had been lying beside. There was a snap and Hiccup tugged something out from the bark. He then moved to show Merida what he had found lodged into the wood of the tree. Merida's lost arrow was clutched in the boys still shaking hand, winking happily up at her.

"I found your arrow." Hiccup snickered, face showing his exhaustion from the long day. The two fell back onto the grass, heads sinking into there mossy pillows again. They both roared with laughter, half genuine half hysterical.

"Oh god I can't believe that." Merida giggled, holding the arrow up in front of her, the moonlight sticking to the blade of the weapon like dew. "This damn arrow is going to be the death of us."

"Yeah." Hiccup smiled, wincing slightly as he repositioned himself on the grass. "Nearly had my teeth knocked in looking for that thing." This brought Merida's attention back to Hiccup, who she had just remembered was still bleeding from the fight he had had.

"Hiccup!" Merida gasped, sitting up. Hiccup looked up at her from his position on the ground, eyebrows raised.

"What?"

Your hurt!" The girl said frantically, pulling him up by his bloodied tunic so he was sitting crossed legged in front of her. "Give me those!" Merida dug into his fur vest pocket and grabbed the bandages he had stolen from earlier. "Bloody hell Hiccup why didn't you say something! You're covered in cuts!" Merida began dabbing at the long gash across his cheek were Seamus's knife's handle had hit him.

"Mary its okay! Don't be so worried." Hiccup said soothingly as Merida's shaking hand scraped up some of the germ jelly that had landed on Hiccups caller and smeared it onto the bandage.

"Shut up." Merida snapped, now blotching heavy amounts of the medicine over the cuts on Hiccups face, ignoring the wincing the boy made when the stinging cleaner made contact with his injury's. "Don't be brave right now, just let me patch you up."

Hiccup frowned but bit his lip as Merida continued to clean his cuts and wipe away the blood from his face. "They must have been really pissed at you." Merida winced as she tossed away another bloodied bandage and grabbed a clean one from the pile. "It looks like a tomato exploded over your face." Hiccup rolled his eyes at this.

"Yeah I don't think I made any friends back there. Guess idiots don't like being told they're idiots." Merida groaned tossing another spent bandage away and applying another to Hiccups cut lip. Eyes misted over with concern for the boy. "Merida what's up with you? There just a few scrapes I'll be okay." Merida looked down at Hiccup, her face splashed with shock. The Vikings left cheek was gushing blood from being hit by the handle of a knife. Two large bruises were blossoming on his face, one on the jaw and another on his temple. His lip was cut from him biting it when punched the first time and a small trickle of blood was seeping down from his hairline for being hit the second time. There was also a small cut near the corner of his mouth were Seamus's blade had slipped when trying to cut out his tongue and had hit his cheek instead. But the way the Viking was talking about his injuries you would think they were just a paper cut. Merida knew exactly why he had taken all those hits, and was utterly shocked Hiccup was brushing them off like it was something anyone would do.

Dropping the bandage she had been ringing in her hand Merida leaned forward and wrapped her arms tightly around Hiccups neck. She pulled the surprised boy into a strong hug, face burying into his fur vest. Hiccup was taken completely by surprise, his arms awkwardly coming in to rub Merida's back, not really knowing where the embrace had come from. Then Merida slowly pulled away, watery blue eyes locked with Hiccups startled green. "Thank you." Merida said softly, her throat growing tight.

"Why are you thanking me?" Hiccup asked, utter confusion on his face.

"For being so brave." Merida replied, her giant blue eyes wide with compassion. "You got into a fight with three men you knew you were going to lose against so they wouldn't find out who I was. That's the bravest thing I've ever seen."

"What?" Hiccup asked, not looking at all convinced with his supposed heroism. "No it's not, and why are you thanking me? I should be thanking you! You got us out of that mess." Merida smiled despite herself, blushing at the complement.

"Yeah I know I did but still thank you. Really, you saved me back there."

"Yeah and you saved me. So were equal." Hiccup laughed. He then stood up and stretched, eyeing the sky as he did so. "Looks like we kinda missed your fathers rule of back before dusk."

"Yeah well we were never going to make that deadline anyway." Merida replied, standing up as well. There was a pause as both children thought over the events that had just transpired.

"I think it would be best for both of us if we didn't tell the parents about Seamus and his gang. We would never be let out of there sight again and I think I would go crazy." Hiccup said slowly, rubbing the back of his neck as he spoke.

"Yeah think you're right. My mum would have kittens, and my dad-" Here Merida paused. "Well if he's spent nearly all my life hunting down a bear that took his leg, I don't know how obsessed he would become if he found out I was almost sold into slavery." Hiccup nodded at her words, wincing as he rubbed his still sore jaw. "How are we going to explain your face?" Merida asked him, taking in the Vikings still bloodied cheek and lip.

"Oh I'll make something up. Say I fell down a hill in the dark, its happened before so he'll believe me." Merida smiled sympathetically at the Viking, wiping a drop of blood from his chin.

"It doesn't look so bad anymore, I got most of the blood off. Its just your lip that's bleeding now, the germ jelly closed up all your other cuts." Hiccups smiled at this, brushing his hair down so it would hide the bruise on his temple.

"Bet that creep is still trying to get that stuff out of his eyes." Merida giggled, the two beginning to make their way through the forest and back home. Merida's bare feet squished into dead leaves, early signs of fall beginning to colour the trees around them. Night was at its fullest now, the moon once again peeking through the red and green canopy, glinting like a coin at the bottom of a well. Hiccup and Merida's breath was ghosting in front of them, turning into mist as they walked. The chill bit at Merida's exposed neck but she ignored it, they were almost home anyway.

Finally the two heirs had crunched there way to the edge of Ravenswood forest, there feet submerged in dead leaves. "Didn't expect them to fall so early." Hiccup said, looking down at the vegetation covering his boots. "Normally frost is on the trees when they fall."

"Guess there early this year. But I don't mind they're fun to play in." Merida answered, smiling down at the red and yellow leaves. There was a pause as both children looked at each other. Then, both boy and girl thinking the same thing each grabbed a fist full of leaves and through them at each other.

"Oh Mary you have made a very big mistake. Getting into a leaf war with me!" Hiccup said sarcastically, crushing a hand full of leaves in to the girl's curly hair.

"HA! Don't even joke Haddock!" Merida shouted back, pushing Hiccups hand away and stuffing her own handful of leaves down the back of Hiccups shirt. The Viking laughed at this, dodging another hand full and running into the open field.

"Come on Merida!" Hiccup taunted, grabbing up some leaves that had blown onto the grassy meadow. Merida scooped up another handful running after the boy, all memories of her previous terrifying encounter vanishing from her mind. It was just her and Hiccup again and nothing to worry about.

Queen Eleanor was at the end of her rope with her rambunctious daughter. Grumbling to herself the queen marched her way down the steps of DunBrock castle, a pale faced Fergus trailing behind her. "Why would you let her go out to the forests Fergus! I cant believe- I'm mean honestly- I just- Uh" Eleanor was too angry to speak, she just stomped her way towards the meadow that was located near the edge of the woods, her frightened husband trailing guiltily along behind her.

"The lass said she would only be a moment, and I thought she could use a break from all of that so I just-"

"Let her go out alone into a wood with a dragon gallivanting around in it." Eleanor snapped, nearing the castle wall that lay before the meadow.

"Well I wouldn't exactly say she was alone . . ." Fergus said sheepishly, averting his eyes from his wife's. Eleanor looked over her shoulder at Fergus, still marching towards the forest.

"What do you mean-" Thump! Queen Eleanor had walked into something when looking for her Husbands answer and recoiled sharply, her crown becoming slightly crooked.

"Oh Lady Eleanor! My apologies." Stoick the Vast studied the surprised Queen, his gray eyes wide with concern. But the stubborn Eleanor straightened herself out, surprised slapped across her face.

"Stoick!" Eleanor gasped, adjusting her crown, looking first at the startled chief and then the confused blacksmith behind him.

"Are you alright there lady Eleanor?" Gobber the Belch ask the shocked queen. Eleanor shook her head once to clear it, gathering her wits and her manners again.

"Yes, yes I am." The queen said, brushing herself off. Fergus came up beside her, placing an arm comfortingly on the woman's shoulder. Eleanor shrugged the hand off and straightened her back, looking quizzically up at Stoick. "I'm surprised to see you out here Stoick, assumed you would be with your men at the party." Stoick gave a deep sigh at this and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"I would be but-"

"We lost Hiccup again." Gobber cut in, looking utterly amused with the entire situation. "So were out here looking for him . . . again."

"Thank you Gobber" Stoick said with noted exasperation, giving his friend an annoyed look. Gobber merely smiled innocently at him, saluting his chief with a wink. Stoick rolled his eyes and looked back at Eleanor whose face was mirroring equal amounts of annoyance. The queen slowly turned her head to glare at her husband.

"She wasn't out alone you said." Eleanor deadpanned. Fergus looked sheepishly down at his wife.

"No . . . actually that small Viking boy was with her, forgot to tell you that part." The queen rolled her eyes and looked back to Stoick.

"Hiccup?" Stoick said face creased with confusion. Eleanor gave a great sigh.

"It appears that during the party this afternoon Merida and Hiccup snuck away to have a walk in the woods." Eleanor said slowly, rubbing her temples.

"Oh isn't that romantic." Gobber said behind Stoick, huge smile blooming on his face. All three worried parents looked over at Gobber with shock, Stoick slowly running a hand down his face. "What?" Gobber asked unapologetically. "Were all thinking it."

"That doesn't mean we say it." The chief snapped, face coming up from his hand to glare at Gobber.

"Oh you three just can't appreciate a good thing." The blacksmith replied exasperatedly. "This plan is working out better than any of you imagined, so be happy about it." Stoick turned away from his friend to question the King and Queen more on what happened to his son, ignoring the eye roll he got from his second in command. "Just ridiculous." Gobber commented to himself, turning away from the three debating parents to instead lean against the wall of the castle. He looked up from his sulking however when laughing came to his attention. Gobber straightened up and rounded the corner of the wall, stepping out onto the field that led to Ravenswood forest. A knowing smile came over his face when he spotted the sources of the laughing. Merida and Hiccup were running across the field together, Merida chasing the faster Viking with a handful of leaves. The boy was laughing at her from over his shoulder, dodging an attack and rolling onto his back as the girl tried to shove the vegetation down his shirt. Merida managed to hit him however when on the ground, throwing the leaves into the boys laughing face only to be hit by a volley of Hiccups own handful. "They really can't appreciate a good thing." Gobber said happily to himself, smiling as Hiccup kicked Merida's feet out from under her and grabbed up another handful of bright red leaves, preceding to shove them in the princess's face. Rounding the corner of the wall again Gobber took in the worried Stoick, Fergus and Eleanor, still going over the whereabouts of their lost children. "I found your parenting problems." Gobber said to them, catching all three's attention instantly. "Both of them." Eleanor and Stoick looked over at Gobber with concern but the blacksmith merely rolled his eyes. "Come on, there just over here." Gobber sighed turning and gesturing for the three to follow. Eleanor and Stoick shot a glance at each other before following Gobber, Fergus hurrying along after them.

The leaf war was still in progress when both parents finally spotted their children. Merida and Hiccup were both on their knees in the middle of the field, leaves clutched in both hands, each trying to shove their handful down the other ones shirts. Hiccup changed tactics halfway through and flung his handful in Merida's face, laughing as the princess rolled onto her back, trying to avoid the attack. Merida however quickly got to her feet and shoved her fist full of leaves down the back of Hiccups fur vest, laughing herself as she did so. "Hey!" Hiccup cried, giggles spilling from his lips. The boy ducked Merida second attack and rolled to the grassy ground, scooping up some of the leaves that fell from Merida's bushy hair. Merida dove for him and was about to chuck her last handful into Hiccups grinning face when she spotted four figures watching them from beside the castle wall. Hiccup noticed her distraction and turned his head to see what the girl was staring at. "Oh . . . great." Was the boy's response at seeing both his father and Merida's parents looking at him with a mix of surprise and anger. Merida's reaction was more or less the same as Hiccups.

"My mum's gonna kill me." Merida moaned, quickly dropping the leaves she had clenched in her hand.

"Um Merida." Hiccup said shakily, no longer looking at the parents but up at the pale princess. "Ge- get off me." Merida looked down to see she was sitting on Hiccups chest, one of her knees pinning the boys left arm to the ground.

"Oh god!" Merida gasped, quickly sliding off the boy's chest and getting to her feet. She then glanced up to see her mother crossing her arms. Merida could see the disapproval even from this distance. "Get ready to lie through your teeth Haddock." Merida said slowly, eyes still fixed with her mothers as she helped the boy to his feet.

"Oh yeah." Hiccup agreed, excepting the hand offered to him and standing up beside Merida. "Here, one minute." Hiccup added, grabbing Merida's arm and stopping her from walking towards the frowning adults. "You have a forest in your hair." Merida paused and allowed Hiccup to rake his fingers through her red locks, trying to loosen some of the many leaves clinging to her hair. Merida looked up at the boy when he was doing this and wiped another smudge of blood off the Vikings chin. Then the two heirs turned to face the four threatening figures now waiting for them at the castle wall.

"Hiccup, what in Odin's name happened to your face?" Was the charming greeting Hiccup received from his father when he and Merida had finally finished the long walk to stand toe to toe with their parents.

"Oh yeah that." Hiccup began, rubbing the back of his neck and gesturing vaguely to his cut cheek and busted lip. "Fell down a hill, terrific story, but man I wish I could remember it."

"He saved me from falling down the hill." Merida cut in, seeing the look of tired disappointment on Stoick the vast face when he heard just how Hiccup had supposedly received his injuries.

"What?" Hiccup asked, looking to Merida. The princess pushed down hard on his foot with her own bare one, speaking over his gasp of pain.

"Well we were walking up this big hill trying to find my arrow which we did! See!" Merida said happily, brandishing the arrow to show the confused looking adults. "But I slipped because I'm not wearing any shoes and fell, but Hiccup caught me." Merida continued speaking very quickly and animatedly, acting out the scene with her hands. "But because he caught me he himself lost his balance and well" Here she had one of her hands fall slowly, acting out a falling Hiccup. "And that's why he looks like this." Merida finished, smiling up at the stunned adults.

"Merida . . . where are your shoes?" Eleanor asked with both concern and confusion.

"Oh." The princess gasped, her hands dropping from their re-enactment to pull at her hair nervously.

"And Hiccup what happened to your helmet?" Stoick asked, sounding more tired than anything. Hiccups eyes widened slightly and he looked over at Merida, tapping his fingers together nervously.

"We uh put them at . . . the castle?" Hiccup said slowly.

"Yeah the castle." Merida nodded. After all the events that had happened today, both children could barely remember where indeed there lost items were.

"It was the . . . do you remember which doorway it was?" Hiccup stage whispered to Merida, his mind too tired to think of anything else.

"Uh . . . no." Merida replied. Both heir's looked back at there parents, looking rather unapologetic. Both Eleanor and Stoick were looking sadly back at their children, not knowing how to possibly understand them. Gobber however was biting on his knuckles not to laugh at the whole situation.

"Well then." The blacksmith said, causing both parents and kids to jump. They had all but forgotten he was there. "Glad that's covered. Hiccup why don't you come along to bed, you look terrible."

"Thank you for that Gobber." Hiccup replied, instantly switching back to sarcastic mode.

"Yeah well, no one ever said the truth wouldn't hurt." Gobber responded, tugging the boy away from a sleepy Merida and pushing him in the direction of the ship. He then turned to Stoick. The chief took in a deep breath, bid the royal family good night and then lumbered towards Gobber, eyes fixed on Hiccup. Hiccup averted his eyes from his father's gaze, knowing all he had to look forward to this evening was another 'talk' with his dad. Ducking out from behind both his caretakers, Hiccup looked back to see Merida's retreating figure, following her own frowning Mother back to DunBrock castle.

"Merida!" Hiccup shouted, cupping his hands around his mouth so the princess could hear him. Merida turned, ruby red hair the brightest thing in the now darkened field. "See you tomorrow!" Hiccup called after her, waving as he did so. Merida smiled, wide enough to see from this distance and waved back. She still had the lilac in her hair.

**Authors notes: All the flowers in this chapter and the past 3 meant something. I tend to include messages and metaphors in my detail of flowers and plants so if I ever state a specific flower then it has a very specific meaning. For example the daffodils mean 'New beginning' and the dragon plant means 'You are near a snare'. And yes of course the most important one Lilacs mean 'the first emotion of love.' I will include translations for all the important flowers in the chapters but if you want to know the extras you can look them up. I use the Victorian flower dictionary because there are many interpretations of what flowers mean what. Anyway that's it for the marathon of chapters, I hope you enjoyed them. Happy New Year and thank you for reading!**


	15. Chapter 15: Four Days

**Thank you guys so so much for all the reviews, favorites and follows I received with my last four chapters. All your support is very much appreciated. Thank you.**

Chapter 15

Four days

Over the next four days, time passed in its normal fashion. The mornings awoke and glided slowly across the green lands of Scotland, daybreak light catching in dewdrops and skipping across still ponds. Afternoons soon followed, staying no longer than their normal routine. Warm late summer air was crystallized with yellow light as the roar of people passed by, the sun turning red hair ablaze with color. Finally sunsets closed their sleepy eyes at their regular hour, splatters of red and gold silhouetting the grandest of castles, turning the ancient stone black in their grandeur and signaling the end to a normally timed day. However to Merida and Hiccup, in those four days a summer took place, minutes stretched out to days, and hours could last weeks if one was in the others company. And after the events of the leaf war, the attempted slavery, the fireworks, the library, the archery and the lilac, they were so rarely seen apart from one another that it was beginning to be a common rule around the castle, if you were ever looking for the royal princess, you would merely have to turn to the first Viking you passed and ask where the chief's son was last seen. Merida no longer needed Maudie's help to rise from her bed. She was up earlier then the maid herself, grabbing a dress at random and running down stairs to the dining hall. There she would always find a tousled haired, sleepy looking Hiccup Haddock waiting for her. His vest pockets would be stuffed with whatever breakfast the young Viking could sneak away from the kitchen and much to the annoyance of the cook, he was exceptionally good at it.

After the two met up they would sneak off together to whatever secluded part of the castle they could find. In order to avoid being whisked away by their parents again, both princess and Viking had taken to hiding for most of the day, and eating all their meals in the oddest of locations. On the first of the four days Hiccup and Merida ate there stolen breakfast rolls on the roof of the tallest watch out tower in DunBrock castle. Merida had found the secret way up onto the shingling's years ago and Hiccup was the first person she had brought up there ever since the discovery. Neither heir was afraid of the grate height dangling out blow them, each for their own reasons. Merida because she often snuck away from the castle to climb mountains, and Hiccup because he too crept away from his village to free dive off the back of Toothless. After you had seen the world so far away and as many times as Hiccup and Merida had, you no longer were afraid of the height and instead merely enjoyed the view.

As they ate Hiccup and Merida would swap funny stories about their lives as Viking and Princess, each trying to outdo the other with their ridiculous adventures. Merida won today, making Hiccup spit out his half chewed breakfast roll with laughter when she told him about the time her brothers unleashed a box of cockroaches in the middle of her and the ladies of the courts sewing circle. The women had dropped there flowery embroidery to pull up pink dresses and stomp mercilessly on the scuttling bugs, swearing and cussing worse than a bargeman as the insects were crushed under their satin slippers.

After that the two snuck their way to the blacksmith. Hiccup spent the morning teaching Merida how to make a throwing knife. He described to the fascinated girl how to balance the blade properly so it did not miss its target along with the correct metals and shapes to use when creating a throwing weapon. Once the knife was cooled Merida spent the afternoon teaching Hiccup how to throw the blade appropriately. He was better with the knife then he was with the arrows, something Merida had suspected, but the Viking still managed to accidentally slice the bottom off a tapestry. This time the children did the wise thing, and instead of confessing like they did with the archery, they merely bolted, Hiccup scooping up the incriminating knife as he did so. The throwing blade he kept, his other one had been stolen by Snake and the Viking felt it best not to wander around a place like DunBrock completely unarmed.

The evening was spent in the stables, Merida had stolen a bottle of wine and Hiccup had snatched five pastries from under Maudie's nose. The two spent an enjoyable time together, caring for the horses and passing the wine and cakes between one another. Hiccup seemed to be unusually good with the stallions, letting them nibble at his hair as he brushed the thick muscled necks. Merida watched with pink cheeks, patting her own horse Angus as Hiccup walked up and down the stables becoming acquainted with all the animals. After he had learned all there names and patted every single one of them he joined Merida in caring for Angus. The black horse was happy to see the small boy again and gave him a slobbery nip when the Viking came into range. Hiccup then took the rest of the evening braiding the horses long black hair. Being a Viking, the boy knew every single braid and hair fastening known to man, and showed Merida how to plait the horse's mane so it would no longer get in her face when riding. Merida enjoyed this, though she was truly terrible at it.

The next day was spent very much like the last. Merida would wake, run down to Hiccup and they would start off their morning together, each trying to make the other laugh. Hiccup won this time, telling Merida in great detail the traditions of their Holladay Snoggletog. The one that got Merida giggling into her drink was Hiccups description of "The missing toe." It was an old, severed toe hanging above a doorway, and if you walk under it the closest person near you would punch you in the face. It was a very popular tradition.

Once again Hiccup and Merida spent their whole day together, but this time it was tag in the castle gardens. Merida had the advantage of knowing every shrub and tree in the greens, but Hiccup had the equal advantage of being one of the fastest runners Merida had ever faced. So in the end it was a fair game. Merida won with a tackle Hiccup accused as being cheating, but he wasn't able to keep a straight face as he feigned his injury. They then spent the afternoon chasing frogs to catch for the triplets who had so graciously asked them to retrieve twenty large, bullfrogs or the boys would rat them out to their parents. Merida was up for the idea of dumping the frogs on their heads but Hiccup took the croaking bucket from the girl and handed it to the smirking triplets. The Viking had figured out that crossing the triplets was not a wise decision, besides, the princes had to be planning something to do with those frogs, and he didn't want to end up as target.

The evening this time was spent with Hiccup and Merida sleepily lying on the floor of the princesses room, Hiccup drawing absentmindedly as Merida polished her bow. Neither one talked, but neither one felt they needed to. It was comfortable to merely sit in silence, and enjoy each other's company without the need to worry about something to say.

Hiccup's sketch was slowly turning into a drawing of Merida working with her bow, and he absentmindedly realized that his notebook was slowly filling with ruff doodles of the red haired girl. Merida as well was noticing her own mind drifting to what she could do with Hiccup tomorrow, wondering if she had thought about him this much before in the past. Both boy and girl shot a look up at one another, each taking in the others expression of curiosity and confusion. A smile crossed both lips and they both went back to what they were doing, the smile turning into a weird feeling of excitement in their chests.

Hiccup left shortly after that, saying he needed to check on something at the ships. Merida nodded quietly, feeling sad to see him go. That sadness caused the girl to rub her forehead with confusion, wondering if she was getting sick or something. Her cheeks were burning, and she had a creep of red slowly crawling up her throat. Hiccup waved to her before he left, which broke the girl from her worry to grin at the Viking, waving back at him before the boy slipped out the door. Merida sat on the polished wooden floor of her bedroom in silence, wondering why she felt all warm and why her fingertips were prickling. Nervous blue eyes looked down to her small pale hands, curling and uncurling her fingers as she pondered the feeling. Merida suddenly remembered that she could watch Hiccup go from her window, and stood up quickly, not questioning her movements until she had reached the windowsill. Why had she done that? She never watched Hiccup leave before. Biting a fingernail Merida looked down to find an excuse for why she had come to the window. Unfortunately the only thing she found there was the lilac from two days ago. Sighing in fatigue Merida picked up the small plant, and examined the purple petals of the flower. The princess cocked her head in puzzlement when she saw the purple of the petals were still as bright and healthy as the day she was given it. The flower had not wilted at all. Frowning Merida brought the plant up closer for inspection but just as it was drawn up to her eyes a gust of wind ripped the fragile flower from her hand, and proceeded to pull it out the window. A gasp escaped Merida's lips as she jumped and reached out for it, snatching it in a protective fist just in time. The girl gave a small shriek as she realized her body was halfway out the window, and quickly toppled back into her bedroom, clutching the small lilac to her chest. Panting Merida slowly stood up, the lilac still in her hand. The princess pinned the flower back into her hair, making sure that this time when she looked out the window the lilac would not be stolen away by the wind again.

Merida's sleepy eyes scanned the dark green of the castle grounds, squinting through the night to spot Hiccups slight figure. She finally succeeded when a small shape with a glint of copper caught her eye. Merida smiled as she watched him travel slowly across the field they had had their leaf war in two days ago. She sighed softly, leaning against the window. But then she blinked. Wait what? When did she ever do this? This wasn't her she wasn't like this. Straightening up Merida looked around the room nervously, as if worried that someone saw her. But her attention was grabbed when Merida noticed something odd about Hiccup. He had stopped. Frowning Merida peered out the window again, squinting to try and make out the boy. Only the muffled outline of his lanky figure could be seen, but he was definitely motionless. Why had he done that? That was new. Hiccup had never been one not to doddle. The boy's attention could be caught by anything. But this was different. He wasn't crouched over examining some rock, nor looking absentmindedly at the skies as if waiting for someone. No this time, he was clearly looking back at the castle, as if wishing to catch the last glimpse of something. Merida watched him closely, wondering what on earth that could be. But then before the girl could piece it together the boy turned and walked briskly away. But in the completely wrong direction from the Viking ships. They were anchored in the harbor, to the direct left of the DunBrock castle. However Hiccup was now running straightforward towards Ravenswood forest. Merida watched with both shock and confusion as the boys small shadowy figure blended with the midnight of the forest, slipping out of the princess's sight and into whatever secret he was so clearly hiding from her. "What are you keeping so close to your chest Hiccup Haddock." Merida muttered to herself. The girl stared out the window for another few minutes before turning on her heel and marched quickly over to a chair in the corner of her room, her red hair bouncing as she walked. She grabbed the wooden handle and proceeded to drag the straight back chair towards the window. Settling into the hardened upholstery Merida watched from her window waiting for Hiccup to re-emerge from the forest. A breath of cool wind ran its chilled fingers down her neck and the princess shivered. But instead of grabbing a blanket she pressed her fingers protectively over the lilac still tucked into her hair. Her blue eyes darted back and forth along the tree line, waiting for the spark of cold mettle light that always signaled Hiccups appearance. She waited, but he didn't turn up again. Eventually her stern eyes began to tire, then droop. And before long the princess of Scotland was fast asleep, head buried in arms, arms resting on the windowsill of her castle room. She had strange dreams that night for this was the first time in 16 years flying wasn't the main theme of her dreamland. It depicted a boy made of iron and copper, his emerald green eyes crushed into a smile as he watched her. His hair was loops of frayed wiry metal and his smile was of curled silver. He didn't say anything to her, and she said nothing to him. They just shared silence together, a glow of white metallic light shining off his face.

Merida needed Maudie's help to wake her this morning. The third day was a dark and rainy one, so Merida suspected that Hiccup would not make the trip over to the castle because of the weather. However when she had finally dragged herself down to the dining hall she found Hiccup standing in his normal spot, soaking wet. His copper hair was dyed a dark brown because of the rain still dripping from his locks. His green shirt was a darker color then usual, rainwater making a small puddle at his feet as it dripped from his tunic. He waved at Merida when he spotted her, drops of water thrown from his sleeve and catching a passing servant in the back. Merida's sleepy mind tripped on emotions as she made her way over to him, to tired to even think about why she was so happy to see him. A tap on her shoulder however stopped the smile on the princess's lips and the girl turned sharply, worried it would be her mother. But it was only Glenna the servant girl. The small maid was holding an apron out for Merida to take, looking rather bashful. Merida took it, an eyebrow raised. Glenna saw her confusion and pointed timidly over to Hiccup who was still dripping rainwater. She then pointed back to the apron, giving Merida a shy smile. "Oh." Merida said slowly, and then tossed the apron to Hiccup. Hiccup caught it, and stared blankly at the two girls. Merida rolled her eyes and walked sharply over to the Viking and began rubbing the apron in the protesting boys wet hair. "Thank you Glenna!" Merida called to the giggling servant, ignoring the struggling Viking now trying to wrestle the apron out of her hands.

This third day was mostly spent indoors. However after the two had exhausted all attempts of both have fun and stay inside Hiccup decided that enough was enough. Grabbing Merida's hand he made his way down to the ground floor, dragging a curious princess behind him. However when they began making their way through the kitchens and then along the hallway to the fields Merida stopped. "Hic where are we going?" Merida asked, pulling her hand from his. Hiccup turned around, his green eyes brighter then usual.

"Merida I can't take it in here anymore. My inner Viking is clawing at my insides we have to go outside."

"You have an inner Viking?" Merida snorted, placing a hand on her waist. "And we can't go outside its bloody poring out there." Merida gestured to the open doorway at the end of the hall, gray, blue and green blending together in the downwash. Hiccup looked carelessly over his shoulder at the storm then back to Merida.

"Its not that bad."

"Not that bad? You could drown in that storm!"

"Now you're just being dramatic." Merida's eyes flared but she did not respond. The stubborn girl merely frowned, crossing her arms and not taking another step. Hiccup smirked at this, watching Merida's stubborn expression with amusement.

"Okay I guess." Hiccup said slowly. Placing his hands in his pockets and walking away leisurely, watching Merida from over his shoulder. "I'll just go alone." Hiccup continued, now at the end of the hallway. Merida's eyes, which had been trained stubbornly on the floor, now darted up to Hiccup. She had the slight urge to join him but that thought was quickly smothered. She wouldn't, and for more reasons than not wanting to go out into a rainstorm. Hiccup smirked back at the princess as he began removing his shoes and socks. "You really want to be stuck inside all day?" Hiccup called back to her. "You've never been like that before." Merida chewed on her lip as she watched the boy roll up his pant legs so they were cuffed just below his knees. "Come on it'll be fun." Hiccup looked up hopefully, his confident manner slipping slightly to show timid excitement. Merida didn't see it because she had gone back to glaring at the floor. Sighing Hiccup straightened up and looked over his shoulder to the rain still pouring outside. Running a hand thoughtfully through his hair Hiccup bit his lip, but then smiled as an idea came to him. "Okay Merida you stay here then, I'll just go outside and enjoy myself." Hiccup called over to the glaring princess. Merida rolled her eyes at this but kept her vision fixed on the floor. She wanted to join him in the rain, it sounded like fun, but if she did it would only make the confusion of emotions inside her head even worse. Eyes darted upwards quickly to watch Hiccup walk down the stairs and into the rain. He vanished from sight after that, copper hair disappearing behind the stonewall of the doorframe. Merida shifted uncomfortably, rubbing her arms as a shiver ran down her back. The rain pounded on harder, hitting the stone of the doorway and shooting up again as the droplets broke into smaller fragments. Merida pulled her arms tighter across her chest, and took a deep breath in. She really wanted to go join Hiccup in the rain. But her mind had fully woken up and emotions and doubts were chasing their way around her head, creating a weird mix of happiness and anxiety bubbling around in her stomach. Biting her lip Merida took one timid step away from the doorway. That way would be more familiar. She could re-join the party; join an atmosphere and a scenario she was very familiar with. But she faltered as her slipper hit the stone floor of the hall. Did she want to go back to that? She couldn't remember being particularly happy then. The foot slid back, but the princess did not walk forward. Her eyes were transfixed on the rainy Scotland waiting just outside the doorway. A moment passed, the rain pounding down. Merida stood alone in the hall, thinking. Her eyes darted back and forth as she thought, arms still pressed tightly across her chest, fingers rubbing against her thumbs.

"Merida!" The princess's blue eyes shot up to the doorway, drawn out from her thinking immediately.

"Hiccup?" Merida called back. Though the princess could not see it the boy had broken into the biggest smile to hear she was still there.

"Come on to the doorway for a minute! I want to show you something!" Merida ran a tongue over her dried lips, the mix of happiness and anxiety still raging war in her chest. Merida moved to take another step back, but stopped before her foot hit the floor. Was she happy back then? Or did she only start being happy now? But everything was melting together inside her brain; memories were being distorted and muffled by emotions, each trying to win their own war. Merida remembered feeling lonely a lot. She remembered feeling anger towards people she barely knew. She remembered not wanting to go down to meals because people would be there. She remembered stuttering over speeches and hearing whispers as she passed by other children her age. What did she remember with Hiccup?

Merida began inching her way slowly towards the doorway, hands balled into fists. She was beginning to feel rather sick, it was like a rope was tied tightly around her chest, cutting into her skin and shortening her breath. But, when the girl finally made it to the doorway and spotted Hiccup, the rope snapped. Hiccup was crouched on his knees, mud splattered up to his elbows, more mud smudged across one cheek, completely soaked through and grinning at her. Beside him was a tower of mud and dirt, tall enough to reach to about his shoulders.

"I built you a bandit mud castle. Help me destroy it!" Merida stood for a moment, a relieved smile slowly filling her face. Then she quickly bent down and ripped off her shoes. Hiccup grinned as he watched Merida throw the slippers aside and then tie up her blue skirt so it was hemmed just above her knees. Merida shrieked as she jumped into a puddle, the cold water coming up to splash her legs. The rain made short work of her as she ran over to Hiccup, and by the time she was standing next to the grinning Viking she was completely soaked through.

"Hiccup this is mental! We'll catch are death out here!" Merida shrieked as water ran down her back.

"Then why are you smiling!" Hiccup replied, his voice raised over the pounding rain. Merida's smile turned into a much warmer one as she looked down at the Viking still crouched next to the mud tower.

"I don't know." Merida answered, though that was not entirely true.

The next and fourth morning Merida awoke with a head cold. She groaned into her pillow as she felt an itch in her throat. "Damn you Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third." Merida mumbled her voice muffled by the pillow. "You and your stupid face." Merida pulled the blankets up over her head, muttering a few more choice words about the Viking, but this was only bringing a warm feeling to Merida's cheeks, so she quickly got out of bed and walked briskly over to her closet. She missed the door nob in her drunken sleepiness, and her head had begun buzzing. Gritting her teeth the princess pressed her forehead against the cool wood of her closet. "Stupid stupid face." Merida croaked, a bad taste in her mouth.

Hiccup was not standing in his usual spot when Merida had finally hauled her way downstairs and into the dining hall. He was instead sitting, head in his arms at one of the tables in the hall, copper hair more tousled than usual. Narrowing her eyes Merida made a beeline to the unsuspecting boy. She slammed her open hand down on the table when she reached him, causing Hiccup to nearly topple out of his chair. Startled foggy green eyes shot up to find his attacker, but only found familiar pretty blue forget me not irises trained on him. Hiccup blinked, then his shock was swallowed by a smirk. "Oh good morning." Hiccup croaked, his voice was as thick with illness as Merida's. Merida's narrow eyes melted into a smirk of her own as she slid into the seat opposite of Hiccup. "So I discovered something when I woke up this morning." Hiccup continued, resting his sore head on a propped up arm. "And by the look of seething anger and fever on your face, I think you found out the same thing." Merida's smirk broadened and she leaned forward.

"Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third, you are without doubt the most impossible person I have ever met." Hiccup laughed, but it shortly turned into a series of coughs.

"I know I'm sorry Merry, I'm such an idiot." Merida sighed, resting her own sleepyhead on a propped up arm.

"No you're not Hiccup." Merida said with a sleepy slier, eyelids closing. "You're a bloody genius, and that's the problem. You have one thousand ideas a minute, but about nine hundred and ninety-nine of them are bleeding bonkers." Hiccup smiled at this, watching Merida's head starting to nod with fatigue.

"Come on Merida." Hiccup sighed, standing up and helping the girl to her feet. She kept her eyes closed; too tired to pry them open. "We gadda make a break for it before we're spotted, come on I got you." Merida melted into Hiccups shoulder as he gently pulled his arm around her, supporting her tired sick figure as they made their way back up to Merida's room. Merida hummed happily as Hiccup pulled her in tighter, eyes still closed. She was too sick and tired to worry about how this looked or what this meant, she was happy too just breath in the smell of pine and fish still clinging to Hiccups fur vest.

Both boy and girl fell back to sleep in Merida's room. Merida was tucked back into bed, her shoes pulled off by Hiccup and the warm blanket dun up to her chin. Hiccup himself had made a bed next to the sleeping princess. Pulling two chairs together and borrowing one of the warm sheepskin blankets Merida stored in her closet. His feet dangled off the makeshift cot, but it was vastly more comfortable than the wood plank bed he had at Berk. Both heirs slept in for another three hours. Eventually Merida stirred awake, feeling much better but still not her normal self. She blinked as she realized where she was, and then her eyes drifted over to the sleeping Hiccup beside her. She smiled softly as she watched his thin chest rise and fall, a lock of copper hair slowly falling down to tumble into his closed eyes. She hesitated then sat up and brushed the strand of hair from his face, tucking it carefully behind his ear. Merida then, just as carefully pulled the sheepskin blanket back over Hiccups shivering figure. It had slipped at some point during there sleep in, and trailed onto the floor. Hiccup moved in his sleep as Merida pulled it up to his chin. He uncurled from a fetal position and rolled over to face Merida, eyes still closed. Merida sighed through a smile, and dug her way back under her blankets. She too quickly fell back to sleep after that, facing Hiccup as she did.

They slept in till midday, and by then they were practically back to normal. Merida still had a horse voice and Hiccup was still pail as paper, but they were no longer shivering or sneezing, so both saw it as practically perfect. They stayed in Merida's room however, neither one having enough energy to leave the small warm bedroom. The boy and girl played a board game Merida had dug out from under her bed, Hiccup won. Then Merida found a box of cards, Hiccup won that too. Merida was quite tired of losing at games with Hiccup so she got out her sewing and tossed the Viking and empty embroidery cercal. A short wile of silence past before Merida broke it. "Oh dammit Hiccup when did you learn how to do that." Merida had looked up from her own embroidery to see Hiccup nearly done his.

"What? Did you think I couldn't sew?" Hiccup asked Merida eyebrows raised.

"Well… no! You're a boy."

"Yeah? And you're a girl who can shoot the eye of a man ten yards away." Merida didn't have a response to this. "I had to learn how to sew. Who do you think makes my clothes?" Merida rolled her eyes and crawled over to look closer at Hiccups embroidery.

"What did you sew anyway?" Merida asked, snatching the stitching from Hiccup.

"A dragon war." Hiccup replied happily. Merida gave Hiccup a look. "Look see there are the dragons." Hiccup pointed to the numerous coloured dragons decorating the white cloth. "And here are all the fireballs and plasma shots and stuff." He really was sounding like a boy at this point, going into great detail about all the firepower and weaponry that was being used in the war. "And see." Hiccup finally added pointing to a number of armoured dragons. "I put armour on these dragons to protect them from the bad dragons up here."

"Good dragons?" Merida asked.

"Yeah well there have to be some good ones right?" Hiccup answered, taking the embroidery back and leaning against one of the posts to Merida's bed. "I'm mean that's like saying all Vikings or all Scotsmen are bad, it's really dumb if you think about it."

"I guess it is." Merida said slowly, working over what Hiccup said.

"What did _you_ sew?" Hiccup asked, drawing Merida from her thoughts.

"Wha- Oh." Merida handed him her cloth. "A naval war" Merida said sweetly, smiling as Hiccup looked over the battle sewn into her embroidery cercal. "See." Merida pointed, to a spot on her cercal. "All my ships sunk the roman elite navy."

"Thought it would be flowers." Hiccup joked, tossing the cloth back to her.

"Nah, I did that yesterday, destroying Roman navies today." Merida replied happily, smiling down at her sewing.

The two spent the rest of the day like this, finding things in Merida's room to do as the sun slowly sank outside the window. By the end books were scattered about the small room. Sewing was left half done in a corner. Board Games and card games were mixed together in a heap and many more half used toys lay jumbled around the messy room. Merida and Hiccup were nested on the princess's bed, blankets curled around them and pillows piled up to act as backs supports. Both boy and girl were sitting across from one another, Merida holding her hand up so Hiccup could sketch it. Merida was looking very bored but Hiccup had his tongue between his teeth, keeping his eyes fixed on the hand as his charcoal pencil worked in the shadowing around her wrist. "Hiccup I hate this." Merida moaned.

"Almost done."

"My hand is cramping."

"No its not."

"Well it could."

"Almost done Marry, just a little longer." Merida gave a great sigh, and twitched her nose.

"Hiccup I have to itch my nose." Merida cried.

"Not with that hand."

"But my nose! It's so itchy!" Merida said dramatically.

"You have two hands." Merida glared at the boy, but used her other hand to rub her itch.

"Uh I'm board."

"You mentioned that."

"It's still true."

"Almost done Marry, just have to finish the cross hatching. Merida sighed and propped her head up on her hand, the other still positioned, palm facing Hiccup so he could draw it.

"I think I would rather be at a royal dinner then doing this."

"No you wouldn't." Hiccup replied, still keeping his eyes fixed on Merida's hand.

"No I wouldn't. But this is still plenty boring." Hiccup didn't answer this time, he merely narrowed his eyes, as he began working on the fingernails, eyes darting from paper to subject and back again. "Royal dinner." Merida muttered to herself, eyebrows creasing. "Was there . . . Hiccup?" Merida asked.

"Yeah?" The Viking responded, eyes now fixed on his drawing as he finished up the detail.

"Was there something we were supposed to do today? I can't remember."

"Something to do today?" Hiccup asked, not taking his attention away from his pitcher.

"Yeah, something to do with dinner, you and me. What was-" Both Merida and Hiccups eyes blew open as they looked at one another. They had both been stop by there parents four days ago, after the events of the leaf war, saying a dinner was going to be held. Merida and Hiccup were to attend because Eleanor said DunBrock was not as familiar with the Vikings then they were with any of the other tribes. It was a private affair, only the royal family and the Chiefs household were attending. It also meant Hiccup and Merida were currently ten minutes late. "Tits and candlesticks!" Merida swore, jumping from her bed to dive for her shoes. Hiccup followed her with equal panic, grabbing his fur boots and hopping up and down to pull them on his feet.

"Come on Merida!" Hiccup shouted ripping open the door.

"I'm coming!" Merida cried back, skipping tying her flats up and merely bolting after the Viking.

"Were gonna make one hell of an entrance when we finally get there!" Hiccup called to Merida, both heirs scrambling down the stairs and towards the royal dining hall.

* * *

><p><strong>Authors Notes: Sorry this chapter was not as interesting or action packed as my previous chapter, but we are nearing the climax and I need to set up a few things before we regrettably begin the ending. However do not feel this story is almost over, there are still more adventures to come for Hiccup and Merida, but the climax is coming, and certain character arc's need to be addressed.<strong>

**If anyone is wondering why I focused more on Merida's interpretation of falling in love, and why she is so much more against the idea then Hiccup then I will just fill in my creative decision quickly. Merida at the beginning of this story did not want to fall in love. She was totally against the idea. However Hiccup was absolutely willing to be in love with Astrid, and never believed that Merida would hold the same affection for him, so he did not think to feel the emotion for her. However because the two began to feel a bond growing over several adventures, escapes and endeavors, Hiccup had to help Merida into the new emotions. That is what the rainstorm was representing, and that's why Hiccup had to convince Merida into the to join him outside, but he did it in a way that was still familiar and comfortable for her.**

**Finally I would like to address a comment.**

**Bigfan: Thank you so much for your review, it was very sweet and I really loved reading it. I will be sure to tell you if the novel I am writing ever makes it anywhere, don't worry though, it is not about sea slugs :). For your suggestion about adding back in Snotlout, Toothless and the suitors, don't worry they are coming back. Tangled will have a slight crossover in this story, but you never meet Rapunzel or Flynn because in this story Tangled hasn't happened yet. That time line is set later and when Merida and Hiccup are reading the Corona fairytale's Rapunzel is still in her tower and not found. But just assume that this story takes place in the same universe as Tangled and Rise of the Guardians. For a full Big Four crossover, I have planned one out but I doubt I will ever write it. I have written a small crossover however 'Big Four: Enemy Count' If you are curious what I would do with the characters. Finally Seamus, Snake and Nine are not the thugs from Tangled; they are my own OC's, sorry for the confusion. Thank you again for the review and I hope I cleared up any of your questions.**
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Chapter 16

The End of Summer

The candles were weeping. Long thick strands of wax dripped slowly from the blood red candles, pooling onto the white tablecloth. The teary eyed nightlights were resting solemnly next to a small blue vase, the dying light from the candles reflecting in the chipped paint of the potter. Five olive branches were resting inside the jug, their small minty green leaves contrasting with the crying blood red wax. The olives themselves were shriveled and dying. One had already dropped with a pitiful splashing noise into the water of the jug.

Stoick the Vast had his hollowed gray eyes trained wistfully on the dying plant, absentmindedly folding over the tablecloth at his place. Lady Eleanor was at the other end of the long table, her mind far away as she watched the tomato soup in front of her grow cold. Fergus was pointedly missing. He had been getting dressed to go down to the dinner with Eleanor when news came in of a strange change in the animals around the castle. Dogs had begun barking wildly at the sky's, ears pressed back over their heads. The hunting hawks had bitten madly through their restraints, taking off in the direction of the south, scared out of their minds by something. The horses were the worst however. Servants at the stables were all trying desperately to calm them down. The stallions were biting, kicking and screaming at anything that came near them. Wild horse eyes were shot through with fear; the blacks of the once peaceful Clydesdale's were dilated and rolling. Two horses had bashed their fences down, bloodying their faces and knocking several servants aside as they bolted to the south. There was a whisper in the northern winds; even the humans could hear it. Mothers pressed shaking hands over their crying children's ears and fathers locked and bolted doors, forgetting about any celebration that was promised to them.

Fergus had gone to the chief of the guards and tried to make sense of the situation, but no one understood the sick winds that were now wafting eerily through the castle grounds. Only that it was coming from somewhere in the north, as if something was sending the ghostly gales their way.

Lady Eleanor was left to entertain the Viking Chief and his son, but neither the boy nor her daughter had arrived for dinner. Leaving the Queen and Stoick alone. The silence that was now eating at their eardrums was so painful that even the servant girl Glenna, who was standing at the doorway, was rubbing her ears.

Both parents glanced tired eyes at the door, each thinking the same faded thoughts. Then once again in unison they looked back at their chilled plates, the lines around their eyes more apparent than normal. One of the candles sputtered then went out, adding a visible darkness to the dinner party. Stoick sighed heavily as he watched the wax of the extinguished candle begin to harden, sticking to the tablecloth. He was just going to suggest he leave and find Hiccup and Merida when Lady Eleanor spoke up.

"Your son." Eleanor began, sounding very uncomfortable as she did so. Her eyes were still on the cold tomato soup, but she broke away from her lukewarm meal to gaze solemnly up at Stoick. "Do you think he would be a good match for Merida?" Stoick blinked, but then straitened up a little and folded his hands onto the table, looking back at the Queen.

"Hiccup? He . . . he's a good lad and by what I've seen they have been getting along nicely." Stoick replied slowly. There was a moment of silence as the Chiefs unsaid words hung in the air.

"Yes." Eleanor sighed deeply. "They have been getting along, far better than I expected." Yet another pause stretched, scraping over everyone's nerves. Glenna was beginning to feel sick, watching these parents talk about children they didn't know was awful.

"Hiccup-" Stoick finally said, catching up the queen's dull eyes. "He's very smart, and if it comes to it, would be a very good king. I've been training him since birth to be a Chief, so he knows what to do." Eleanor gave Stoick a weak smile.

"That's good to hear, thank you Stoick." The second candle slowly sputtered out as the parents were left in silence.

"Wh-" Stoick began, thinking his words over carefully. "What's Merida like? I haven't been able to see her much since my arrival." Eleanor folded hands slowly curled into a stressed ball, her eyes darting away from Stoick's so she could think.

"She . . . She is very good at archery." The queen stumbled. "She goes out with her father a lot for hunting trips, I hear she is a perfect shot." The Viking chief nodded slowly, going back to folding over his tablecloth. "She- um… She used to like reading books." Eleanor faltered at that, and kept her eyes down at her plate.

"Hiccup also likes books." Stoick added awkwardly. "He's always making ones of his own. He draws in them a lot."

"Oh Merida use to draw all the time." Eleanor said fondly, looking up from her cold food. "What does your son sketch?"

"Oh um…" Stoick mumbled, straightening his spoon and knife absentmindedly. "I don't, I'm not really- I don't know, its usually designs that he works on with Gobber." Eleanor raised an eyebrow at this.

"What does he do?" She asked sweetly, clearly more comfortable discussing Hiccup then Merida.

"He works in the forge." Stoick said slowly.

"He's a blacksmith?" Eleanor asked.

"An apprentice." Stoick continued, looking up to meet the Queen's eyes.

"That's nice." Eleanor smiled, "Did you teach him?" Stoick immediately dropped the gaze.

"No, I uh-" But the chief left that sentence open for debate.

"Did his mother?" The queen asked without thinking, trying to keep away the empty silence that was threatening to overtake them again. But all that did was bring about the longest one yet.

"No." Stoick finally said. "She was- she died long before Hiccup started his apprenticeship." Eleanor paled slowly as she stared at the Viking Chief.

"Stoick I'm sorry, Fergus never told me what happened." The queen said in a glassy voice.

"Its fine." Stoick replied, his voice equally egg shelled. His gray eyes, looking a lot warmer, crinkled in a small sad smile as he looked back at the queen. "She died when in labour with Hiccup… never even got to see him." There was a pause. "It was a long time ago." The third and final candle sputtered out.

Glenna was still watching the two parents from beside the doorway, her thin chest knotted with anxiety as the ever-present silence swept over the hollowed Chief and Queen. Her small lightly freckled hand was twisting one of the curls in Glenna's short red hair. Where was Hiccup and Merida? The servant girl thought, nerves prickling up her neck. Do they know their parents talk about them like this? Glenna's glassy blue eyes wandered over the tired looks of faded disappointment and longing glances that looked stretched and out-dated. Biting her lip she dug a hand into the small white apron around her tiny frame and pulled out a flint and steel. Her sudden footsteps startled the aged Queen and Chief from their thinking, iced over eyes looking up to the splash of light that was the servant girl. Nodding to the Queen and giving Stoick a shy smile she leaned over the table and broke off the excessed wax that was smothering the weepy candles. She then in a flick and spark that brought a glow to her pale eyes ignited a candle. The small flame crackled and spit up firefly sparks in the cold silence of the dinner hall. The servant girl lit the next two blood red candles, sparking light and warmth back into the hall. "Thank you Glenna." Queen Eleanor said warmly, giving the shy servant girl a smile. Glenna bowed awkwardly, never being very good at the practice of proper. She hugged her slender arms over the gray dress of a servant's position, large blue eyes directed at the ground as she backed up quickly from the table and back to standing beside the closed doors of the hall, hart fluttering in surprise by her own boldness. Eleanor smiled in a motherly way at the blushing servant girl, and then took a calming breath in. She fixed her aged brown eyes at the chief, an unexpected understanding and likeness reflected in his own gray irises. "I'm glad I had this time to get to know you Chief Stoick." Eleanor said in a more friendly tone then she had offered the Viking through out the duration of his stay. Stoick smiled back at her, red beard twitching.

"Likewise Lady Eleanor."

Glenna was smiling to herself as the Chief and Queen fell into the first comfortable silence of the evening. Her back pressed against the wall the girl was just thinking about offering to bring in hot plates to warm their now iced soup when a squeak and whisper came to her attention.

"Do you think we're late?"

"The doors closed so I'm assuming yes."

"Dammit." Glenna's blue eyes shot to the closed entrance to the dining hall, her hands balling into the fabric of her dress in surprise. "Hiccup you hear anything?"

"No, maybe they left and we can go."

"Mum wouldn't leave, she would haunt the place before she left a dinner party improperly." Glenna narrowed her eyes and pushed off from the wall, walking quietly over to the two large door.

"Marry peek through the keyhole, see if they're still in there." Glenna quickly pressed her hand over the peephole of the large wooden doors, an action that was met with another muttered cuss from the princess.

"Bollocks something's blocking it." Merida hissed.

"I don't hear anything, maybe they really did leave." Hiccup whispered to a still swearing Merida. Glenna peeked over her shoulder to the two parents who were eyeing her curiously, Eleanor rising slowly out of her seat. _Well… _Glenna thought. _This family is going to have to deal with their problem somehow. _And jerked the doors open.

Hiccup toppled into the room, stumbling over his large fur boots but catching himself before he hit the ground. Merida was resting on her knees, hands still raised as if still pressing over the wooden door that was no longer there. Stoick joined Eleanor standing, his eyes losing the warmth Glenna had almost gotten used to and were now ice locked with bitter anger as he glared at his son. Eleanor held the same expression, her cheeks glowing red, veins in her neck beginning to stand out.

Hiccup bit his lip, groaning slightly as he made nervous eye contact with his father. Merida rose slowly behind him, trying her best to put on an uncaring face, but her shaking hands gave it away. No one moved as frightened children looked awkwardly at angry parents, the silence swallowing everyone again. But then Glenna walked forward, her shoes making a soft tapping noise on the stone floor. Grabbing Merida's wrist she dragged her forward, expression decidedly exasperated. "What are you-" Merida hissed as the two girls made eye contact but Glenna look merely hardened.

"Your twenty minutes late." Glenna snapped. Grabbing a stunned Viking boy by the arm and pushing both shelled shocked children towards their waiting parents. "Go sit down for dinner." The servant girl finally growled all shyness lost from her face. Merida blinked at her, looking rather hurt before shooting the girl a glare, though it was shallow.

The two small seats positioned in the middle of the table, one on either side were sombrely filled by Hiccup and Merida. Silence sat like an old friend beside both child and parent as all four stared at the cold soup that fit the atmosphere perfectly. The adults didn't even bother asking there disobedient offspring why they were late for the dinner this time, they both knew they would not get a straight answer, and at the moment they were too exhausted to try and de-riddle the snarky responses.

Hiccup was unknowingly holding his breath, familiar ice gliding over his stomach like snakes. He looked down sadly at the freezing soup, heart sinking, as he knew he was expected to eat it. Peeking up at his dad through his copper hair the boy watch his father scraped up a large spoonful of the chilled meal and swallow it without a flinch of disgust over his ashen face. Sighing Hiccup plucked up his own utensil, stirring the tomato soup once before taking a bite. The iced liquid slid slowly down his throat. It tasted revolting. Wrinkling his nose and making a face Hiccup looked at Merida. She had her cheeks puffed out, clearly in the process of convincing herself to swallow the disgusting stuff.

The rest of the meal carried out like this. The splintered family working their way slowly through the iced meal, hands fisting tablecloths and teeth biting down on spoons as the chilly atmosphere leaked more and more into the already cold food. Merida and Hiccup had their feet pressed against one another's under the table for moral support as they began on the chilled fish and frosted mash. Glenna watched solemnly from the corner, hands dug into her apron pockets, back pressed hard against the cold stone of the silent dinner hall. The occasional scraping of a plate, or crackling of the candles was the only noise as the dinner mercifully began grinding to a halt. All that was left was the cold chocolate pudding.

Glenna had just placed the freezing dish in front of a green looking Merida when the large doors to the dining hall burst open. Glenna let out a small shriek of surprise, losing her grip on the pudding and dumping its contents all over the white tablecloth. Merida looked utterly relieved at this. Hiccup had jumped with surprise and banged his knees against the bottom of the wooden table and both Stoick and Eleanor had stood with reflexive shock. Biting hard on his lip and resisting the urge to swear Hiccup spun around in his seat to see who had finally snapped the silence in two. His heart sunk when he immediately recognized the two Vikings in the doorway.

Snotlout and Spitelout stood, slightly out of breath, cheeks red and very triumphant looking. Hiccups face fell at that look of dumb pride in his irritating cousins eyes; what ever this was it was nothing good. "Spitelout!" Stoick snapped, not looking particularly pleased to see his brother in law either. "What is the meaning of this? We are at a private affair with the Queen and Princess." Spitelout didn't look abashed whatsoever, matching his character quite strongly.

"Apologies Stoick." Spitelout panted, hand coming to plant proudly on his son's shoulder. "But we have news about the dragon in the woods." Silence, then… BANG! Hiccups chair hit the ground with a startling noise, causing Merida to jump and Glenna to give another small shriek. Hiccup had sprung out of his chair, eyes glossed over with panic, slender shoulders rising and falling at an alarming rate. He had stood up so fast he had toppled his seat, but the noise didn't even register with him.

"What?" Hiccup panted. He was still pale from the cold clinging to his clammy skin, but at that moment the boy seemed almost white, growing an unearthly shade of pale as his wide eyes darted from his cousin to his uncle.

"Hiccup." Merida said slowly, concern inching over her features. Stoick was eyeing his son with worry as well, making a mental note to ask him about this later.

"What about the dragon Spitelout?" Stoick asked, still watching his son out of the corner of his eye. Spitelout gave a deep smile that looked more like an evil sneer to the slowly hyperventilating Hiccup.

"Yes." Spitelout grinned, not seeming perturbed by his parchment pale nephew. "Just as you instructed Stoick, I gathered a group of men led by my son and I to follow the tracks of the dragon who crashed through the kingdom four days ago."

"Yes I remember Spite, I was the one who appointed you the job in the first place." Stoick said coldly, sounding like he was at the end of his rope.

"Well after days of searching, we finally managed to track down the scorch marks." Spitelout continued, sounding a little more humble this time. Hiccup blinked at this. Spitelout continued, sounding a little more humble this time. Hiccup blinked at this. Scorch marks? "And I'm pleased to say that without any deaths or injury me and my men managed to capture the Monstrous Nightmare." There was a pause then…

"Wait what?" Hiccup asked, his breathing back to normal, pale face scrunched with confusion. "But it was a night fury- I mean..." Hiccup bit his lip, shrinking slightly into his fur vest. "I- I thought it was."

"Yeah but you ran away that night so what would you know about the dragon?" Snotlout said coldly, a sneer curling his piggish features. Hiccup gave Snotlout a withering look but didn't bother to respond. Merida however was under a different mindset.

"Who are you?" She bit, glaring at the brutish Viking boy. Snotlout looked slightly intimidated, taking a step back so he was behind his father.

"Anyway." The man sighed, rolling his eyes at his son's cowardice. "Your right lad, we all thought it was a Night Fury, but it was pitch black at the time, and no one really saw anything. It was just this nightmare that got lost. Dragons are mindless and will head near the closest food supply they can find." Spitelout said lazily, not sounding very intelligent.

"Uhhh." Hiccup said slowly, his superior knowledge of dragons pointing out flaws in much of what his uncle just rimed off. "No… no they don't. And if it was a Nightmare why didn't it flame up, or do anything Nightmares typically do when attacked." Spitelout gave Hiccup and annoyed look.

"I don't know lad, don't be giving these beasts too much credit." Hiccup narrowed his eyes and was about to respond when he caught the look on his fathers face. The large Viking was puzzling over what Hiccup had said, seeming to start putting two and two together.

"You know what your right." Hiccup backpedal quickly, his hands coming up to pull anxiously at the green fabric of his tunic. Merida tilted her head at this, her eyes narrowing with confusion. _When did Hiccup ever agree with someone he so clearly believed to be wrong? _She thought watching the boy stutter. "I-I don't know what I'm talking about- you- your right." Hiccup said in a clearly fake jovial tone, even trying to summon up artificial laughter at the end that sounded more nervous than anything.

"Hiccup." Merida said with concern. "You- you still feeling sick from this morning?"

"What?" Hiccup spun his head round to look at Merida over his shoulder, eyes standing out against his clammy pale face. Merida's expression softened to a look of worry as she watched the boy in front of her, his green tunic beginning to stick to his thin chest from sweat. "Oh." Hiccup mumbled, trying to rearrange his face into a comforting smile to Merida but only looking like he had a toothache. "Yeah, a bit I guess."

"So the dragon." Stoick said slowly, looking properly concerned for his son now but putting his duty of Chief first. "Where is it?"

"In the pens constructed for the challenges tomorrow." Spitelout answered. Both Merida and Hiccups stomach plummeted at this, and they broke their meaningful eye contact to instead stare at the two Vikings still standing in the doorway.

"Ch-challenges." Merida stammered, an old nightmare rising up in her mind.

"Well the boys need to fight a dragon." Spitelout said slowly, not seeing the flaw in his master plan. "And one has just fallen into our lap, I think its fate really." Merida's face was growing as pale as Hiccups as she looked fearfully at him, the boy shaking slightly. "No." Merida spluttered, looking away from Hiccup to Stoick. "No, no way I've seen drawings of Nightmares before, they're too big, I'm not sending him in there fighting that." Merida's blush was almost immediate. Hiccup once again looked at her over his shoulder, an odd expression on his face. "Them." Merida corrected. "I'm not sending them in to fight that thing. It will tear them to shreds." Stoick was looking indeed rather concerned about the idea, a pensive expression crossing his face as he thought out the possibilities.

"It is safe, right Stoick?" Eleanor asked, noting the way Merida had instinctively stretched out her hand over the table to grab onto Hiccups shaking arm, her finger nails digging into the boys green shirt. Stoick paused for a moment before answering, everyone's eyes locked on him.

"Yes." The man finally said, his expression mossing over to look much more like a chief then the man Glenna had seen peeking through the cracks when he was talking about his dead wife. "It's a time honoured tradition for the champions of are dragon academies to fight Nightmares, it's the first dragon they get to kill. This will be just the same as that." Hiccup's hart slowly sunk as his father spoke. Shoulders sinking and mind misting over with one dull thought. _What am I going to do now? There is no getting out of it this time. _Merida was looking guiltily over at Hiccup, her chest clawed at by worry.

"Glenna." Eleanor said suddenly. The servant girl, who had been watching the entire scene play out, looked up at her Queen with startled eyes. "Can you please show Hiccup and Merida out? I want to discuss this challenge with Chief Stoick." The serving girl nodded, giving a rushed curtsey and directed Merida to follow her. Merida slowly let go of Hiccups tunic and followed the girl around the table to join back up with the pale Viking. He slid his hand into hers as soon as she was back in reaching distance, seeming to need the support. Merida gave the sweat-soaked hand a small squeeze and began pulling the boy in the direction of the doorway, not letting go of him for a second. Spitelout gestured with his head for Snotlout to follow them when the three shaking children reach the doorway. The boy looked angry but did what he was told.

Glenna gave a hiss as she pulled the heavy doors open for the teenagers behind her, the heavy wood seeming harder to move this time. Finally with a grown of ancient hinges moving, the doors were pulled open and Hiccup, Merida and Snotlout exited the dining hall. Glenna shot both Viking and Princess a sympathetic look as she slowly closed the doors behind her, the hinges screaming in protest as they were forced to move again. Arguments immediately erupted inside the dining hall, but neither Hiccup nor Merida felt well enough to listen to their fates being discussed through the keyhole of a door.

"So," Snotlout began, trying to pull off smooth but only succeeding at obnoxious. "I never caught _your_ name." He said to Merida, eyebrows raised.

"Hiccup, are you alright?" Merida asked the copper haired boy immediately, completely ignoring the terrible flirting from Snotlout.

"No." Was Hiccups muttered response, fingers still interlocked with Merida's, something that Snotlout did not overlook.

Wait, do you _actually_ like him or something?" The stunned Viking asked, but again he was ignored.

"Are you okay Merida?" Hiccup asked.

"No" The princess responded, panicked eyes completely locked on Hiccup.

"I don't believe this." Snotlout muttered, looking from boy to girl and back again. "This is nuts."

"What do we do now? This challenge is going to go through." Merida said shakily, the gilt eating at her insides again.

"I-" Hiccup stammered, running his free hand through his hair. But a sudden breeze caught his attention. Looking up Hiccup saw that down at the end of the hall they were now standing in was an open doorway, a view of the forest framed in its stone. A strange north wind was brushing against his pale sweaty skin, whispering something into his ear and pulling tantalizingly on his fur vest. "I- I uh…" Hiccup looked back to Merida, her forget-me-not blue eyes trained on him, wide and scared. "Need to go check on something." Hiccup finally got out, his hand loosening from Merida's and began walking backwards toward the doorway. "Don't move, I'll come back I promise, I will I just-" Hiccup could feel his breath speeding up, dark spots collecting at the corner of his vision. "I promise." He muttered again, but spun on his heel and left a stunned Merida standing alone in the hallway, her empty hand hanging loosely at her hip.

"Hiccup!" Merida shouted, but the boy had just jumped the set of stares at the doorway, and quickly began to shrink as he ran in the direction of the forest, copper hair glistening; helmet free. "Hiccup." Merida moaned, her mind reeling, breath beginning to turn sharp.

"Don't worry about him." Came a none too caring voice beside her. Merida's blue eyes narrowed as she looked over to see a disinterested looking Snotlout, muscled arms crossed over his chest.

"What?" Merida bit, but Snotlout didn't seem to pick up on the tone this time.

"He always goes running off like this, whenever anything starts getting serious he just leaves." The Viking shrugged, rolling his eyes at his cousin's antics. "Really you don't want to deal with that for the rest of your life, I would get out now." Merida glared at the dark haired Viking, who seemed to suddenly realize he was poking a hornet's nest because he took a step back, holding his hands up nervously as if expecting a punch. Merida however bent over and grabbed the hem of her green dress. "Wh-What are you doing?" Snotlout asked as he watched the princess tie her dress up so it was resting above her knees, tucking the knotted clump of green fabric under the new hem so it would not come undone. Merida ignored the boys question as she kicked her shoes off, knowing the large flats would slow her down.

"Uhhh….Princess?" Snotlout said again as the red haired girl walked purposely towards the doorway, bare feet making a soft padding noise on the stone ground. "Seriously you're starting to freak me out- which is- really hard to do you know." Merida stood framed in the doorway, the northern winds picking up her hair and fanning it out behind her, whispering something into her ear as well. Frowning Merida looked out into the dark grounds of the castle, Hiccups small figure disappearing from sight as he slipped into the darkness of Ravenswood forest.

This time her movement didn't hesitate. Sprinting forward Merida jumped the last two steps of the stone staircase. Pale feet sunk into dark grass, cold night air rushing into her body and causing a shiver to run down her spine. "Merida?" Snotlout shouted at her from the doorway. But the princess didn't look back, eyes set on the spot Hiccup disappeared as she began to run, muscled legs free from the restraints of the green dress. "Merida!" Snotlout called to her again, now sounding distant. "Seriously where are you going? He does this all the time don't bother with him! Why do you even care?" Merida stopped at this, her eyes cold. She turned, red hair being caught up by the northern wind and swooping over her shoulder so it blazed like fire, glinting yellow with the light from the castle now far behind her. Merida found Snotlout, a small shape in the doorway. She glared at him, back straight and fists clenched as she shouted back her answer.

"I care!" Merida snapped, her voice echoing around the dark fields, "Because he's worth every step it's going to take to find him, and every step after that to get him to stay." Then she turned, hair splashing out like blood and continued her sprint to the forest.

The moon was missing this night, hidden behind a supernatural clustering of clouds that swallowed the once clear ebony sky. The Castle of DunBrock was simply a massive glow of lights, the dark stone lost to the eye. Merida was quickly fading from Snotlout sight, her blood red hair being eaten by the visible darkness, so thick it had washed out the stars. The princess was nothing more than a blot; then finally the girl disappeared into the forest after Hiccup, her figure completely lost to the gloom.

The sick northern winds howled through the now empty fields, bending the daffodils and startling a few chickadees from their nests. Far to the west, vultures began beating their wings, shrieking with hunger as they flew towards the castle of DunBrock. To the east, crows flew by the hundreds, cawing and squawking as they glided towards the castle as well. Finally in the north something else was creaking and groaning awake, its ancient body stirred by the moving of the carrion birds.

Stone cracked, lava sprayed and something opened six large ghostly blue eyes.

* * *
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Hot breath beet at Merida's lungs as she ran through the darkening forest. Night had come early, and the high cloud cover was making it even more difficult to see. The princesses rushed breaths and the pounding of her feet were the only noises in the woods right now, all the animals had gone ghostly quiet. Panting Merida leapt over a fallen tree, noting the splinted pail wood at the basin that suggested it had fallen recently. There was a flash of something the girl thought could maybe be claw marks, but then her feet hit the pine needle strewn ground and she was running again. The chill in the air burned at her rapidly tiring chest, but Merida did not stop. Hiccups figure, which had once been engraved into her retinas like sunspots had since vanished, the gloom of the woods swallowing his running shape. _Why did he always have to beat me in a race? _Merida thought bitterly as she scanned the midnight forest in front of her, feet still pounding the ground as she sprinted.

A stitch was just starting to stab at her side and Merida had begun to give into panic when she suddenly slipped on something near her feet, causing her vision of the darkened forest to topple and her knees to hit the ground hard. Panting the girl slowly got to her feet, clutching her stomach. The wind had been knocked out of her when she fell and a stinging feeling had appeared in her knees. Swearing Merida bent down, inspecting her now wet feeling legs. The green dress was still pulled tight above her kneecaps, though the knot at the back had come loose slightly. Merida's shins were both baring shallow scrapes that slowly started leaking blood down to her toes. Dirt began to mix with the clotting cuts to bring a hiss of pain to the girls shaking lips. Growling her annoyance Merida blew a curl out of her eye, and looked over her shoulder to see what had caused her fall. The girls heart sank as she spotted a large bear print carved into the loose mud behind her. Merida's own small human footprint was splashed over the deep scar in the earth, its tiny imprint skidding over the print and looking almost comically small. The wet mud had caused her to slip, but the deep-clawed print was the thing now bringing the sting to Merida's hyperventilating chest.

Panicked large blue eyes looked around the gloom again, her hands coming up to grab at a bow that wasn't there. Then there was a snap of a twig behind the shaking girl and Merida took off, spooked like a deer in the woods. Choked gasps now raked at her chest as Merida ran, winding through trees and scrambling over wet rocks, her heart beating as fast as her scratched feet pushing the girl further and further into Ravenswood forest.

Ducking quickly behind a large lichen licked tree Merida pressed her shaking body against the anchoring wood. Small hands dug their way into the oak, fingernails scraping up moss. Holding her breath Merida peered around the tree, bright blue eyes appearing as sparkles of light in the darkness, like sapphires in a cave. Her tongue ran quickly over chapped pale lips when no dead eyes met her own, and the Princess took a steadying breath in. Pulling back around the tree and pressing her back to the oak Merida closed her eyes, trying to stop her heart beat racing. _Hiccup where are you? _The girl thought dully; sweat beading along her forehead, despite the cold still eating at her bare legs. _Where are you? _But then something moved behind her. Merida's eyes shot open, her irises dilating so the blue overtook the black. However it wasn't the sound of a haunted growl, or the scrape of claws on rock, but instead the echo of children laughing.

Gasping Merida spun around, stumbling as she did so and falling over a loose tree root. Her back hit the leafy ground with a thunk that sounded like it hurt. But Merida barely noticed the throbbing pain; her eyes were instead locked on the small ball of glowing light appearing on one of the low hanging branches to the oak tree. "Wisp's." Merida gasped, grinning broadly at the small fairy waving happily at her from its perch. The small ball of fire gave a giggle that sounded like bells then sputtered into thin air. Merida rose slowly, fisting and un-fisting her hands as her blue eyes scanned the misty woods. Thick fog was beginning to gather on the forest floor, making things even more difficult to see. But through the gloom a small ball of blue light could be made out, it's outline distorted by the fog. Gasping Merida ran towards it, her smile broadening as she found the trail of three wisps waiting for her. The blue fairies were gathered around a small sapling, two branches broken on the plant and something caught in one of the dangling twigs. Frowning Merida gently detached the thing, its texture very familiar. Bringing it closer to her eyes Merida realized it was a patch of thin, green fabric. "Hiccup." Merida whispered, her thumb rubbing the scrap of cloth affectionately. The low singing of the wisps caught her attention and she looked down to her bare toes, the little fairy's gathered about her feet. "You'll lead me to my fate?" Merida said slowly, but more to herself then the wisps. Her eyes glossed over as she slowly looked up. "Just like last time."

The wisps giggled in unison and with a flash disappeared. Merida looked around, eyes narrowing to try and pick out the glow of blue she was waiting for. Then she saw it. Just ahead of her there was a small whooshing noise and a spark of blue appeared. The fog was displaced by the appearance of the fairy so it poofed out, swirling in small spirals. Merida started forward determinedly, dropping the fabric as she jogged towards the cooing fairy, her hands coming up to brush aside dark branches. The girls figure was slowly swallowed by the gloom, her red hair the last thing to be seen before she was gone entirely.

The small fragment from Hiccups tunic lay forgotten on the forest floor, a breath of wind blowing some pine needles over the green fabric. But then there was the snapping of a twig, and the crunching of dirt as something moved in the darkness. A shadow slowly crept over the forgotten scrap of shirt, turning the green fabric black. There was a rustling of movement, and then a dark shape pressed down on the small piece of cloth. The shadow was moving fast as it glided over the scrap of shirt, stealthily making its way through the trees and into the darkness Merida had just vanished into.

Merida stumbled her way through the woods; blue wisps always an arm's reach away. Her bare feet were now covered in scrapes and scratches and the blood from the shallow cuts up her shins was still dripping. But the young princess paid the stinging cuts no mind. A feeling of foreboding was building in her chest, hands coming up to brush the dark branches aside instinctually, Merida's complete attention on the glowing lights in front of her.

The cold mist was still hanging eerily in the night air, columns of the ghostly stuff winding its way up trees and swallowing the forest floor with a sea of thick clouds. The mist had begun to bead on Merida's skin, bringing a shine to the girl and making her look like a phantom running through the dark forest, blood red hair sticking to her face like cuts from a knife.

Merida was just beginning to run out of breath when the wisps suddenly stopped, causing Merida to run right through them. Blinking Merida stumbled to a halt, turning her head to see the still fairies. "Wh-what…" Merida panted, her cheeks the only colour in her pail face. Then in a blink, the wisps were gone. The loneliness of her surroundings came flooding back as Merida looked around the twilight forest, arms wrapping around her shivering figure. The rising feeling of dread began to bite like bear fangs around Merida's chest as the girl slowly turned her head, now recognizing where she was. A small clearing lay just behind the tree line the princess was still hidden in. Large rocks grew like watch towers, moss running like rivers through the granite. A boy was slowly walking inside the circle of boulders, his copper hair unmistakably recognizable to the winded princess, her body still hidden out of sight. Merida slowly crept forward as she watched Hiccup jog into the center of the clearing, his attention caught by something Merida could not see. Shaking fingers reached out to dig into the bark of an oak, Merida pressing herself against the back of the tree, still hidden out of view of the small Viking. She was resting now just on the forest line, a good distance away from Hiccup, but close enough to pick out some words the Viking was saying.

"Evening bud." Hiccup smiled, hand coming up to scratch at Toothless's neck, expertly dodging a lick as he greeted the excited dragon. "Sorry buddy I don't have any fish for you tonight." Hiccup snickered as the dragon began to nose his fur vest. A small whine escaped the disappointed dragons maw, acid yellow eyes looking up at his friend with disappointment. "You know if you're so hungry you could just get your own food. I know your shoulder is better." Toothless narrowed his eyes at this and pulled away from Hiccup to curl into a sleeping ball, back turned to the smirking Viking. "Oh come on." Hiccup drawled, walking over and sitting cross-legged beside the sulking dragon. "You want an apology?" The dragon gave a sniff, eyes still narrowed at the small boy beside him. "I thought you'd be happy about your shoulder getting better, now we can go flying again." The black dragons head shot up at this, ears pricked and eyes wide. "Oh so your not still mad at me?" Hiccup teased, folding his arms as he observed his ridicules dragon with a knowing look. Toothless, merely narrowed his eyes again and swatted the boy on the back of his head with his tail. Hiccup laughed as he pushed the tail away. "Come here let's see your shoulder anyway. Ungrateful lizard." The insult was said under his breath but Toothless still picked it up, snarling at the boy. "Yeah yeah yeah." Hiccup mumbled, crawling towards the dragon and sitting up on his knees to inspect the bandaged shoulder. "Don't be such a baby about this." Toothless was giving a look that clearly said if Hiccup weren't his best friend he would feel no qualms about biting an arm off, but shifted so Hiccup could better inspect his shoulder.

As Hiccup was removing the bandages Merida still lay hidden behind her tree. She had moved into a kneeling position to better conceal herself, and was peeking one bright blue eye out from behind the oak tree, ears straining to pick up what the boy was saying. "uking duud thar bud." Merida's frown deepened. "Think wy lan take off the -andehges now." Growling quietly in annoyance Merida shifted her position slightly, but Hiccup had gone quiet for some reason.

"What are you doing Hiccup Haddock? " Merida muttered, peeking further out from behind her tree to squint at the spark of shifting copper. Though the girl could not see it Toothless's ears had pricked at this, the black dragon looking over the head of his busy friend to eye the dark tree line. A new smell had come to his attention, a mix of sweat, apples and must. There was a vague smell of something else in the air as well, but the Night Fury could not make it out, something loosely of leather.

Merida blew a curl out of her eye as she slowly peered out from behind the oak, her fingers latched into the thick moss dun up like a sweater around the trees trunk. Hiccup seemed to be fiddling with thin air, his hands moving up and down the darkness that was swallowing the clearing right now. Merida frowned at this, her eyebrow rising slightly as she watched the boy seeming preoccupied by something she could not see. "What are you-" Snap! Blue eyes flashed as the princess quickly spun her head to look warily behind her. But the midnight of the forest gave nothing away. Swallowing Merida slowly pulled back to her hiding spot behind the oak, back pressed against the dewy moss. She held her breath for a minute as the girl glared into the dark forest, sharp blue eyes snapping from shadow to shadow as she tried to make out the prick of a pale white dead eye. But nothing moved. Slowly releasing the breath Merida peered around the tree again, but kept her body in a runner's stance; ready to bolt if another noise went snap behind her. Hiccup was still fiddling with the nothingness, his voice muffled but sounding surprisingly cheerful.

"Hey look at that." Hiccup smiled, examining the shallow gash in Toothless's shoulder, the wound completely scabbed over and beginning to scar. "Looking good there bud." Hiccup snickered, balling up the used bandages and stuffing them into his vest pocket. But then his face slowly fell, a glass look overcoming his eyes. "Your good as new, no reason to not go flying now." Toothless seemed over joyed by this, his eyes large and mouth drawn up in a gummy smile. Doing a small victory lap around his silent friend Toothless bent his back down so Hiccup could be in the perfect position to mount the saddle still attached to the dragon. The Night Fury waited for Hiccups face to break into a lopsided smile and climb on. But the boy didn't move; he didn't even smile. Hiccup was staring dully at his now confused dragon; a feeling like led slowly sinking into his stomach. The Viking had almost been hopeful that Toothless's shoulder hadn't been healed enough to fly; it would have provided him a really good excuse. Toothless slowly unwinded from his flying position, head cocked as he looked down at his Viking. This was new, this wasn't Hiccup, Hiccup never did this when he wanted to go flying. Then the dragon smelt it. That same strange smell he found earlier was now tucked into the fur of the Vikings vest. It clung to his skin, wrapped its way up his neck, and was embedded in his hair. Toothless looked questioningly at Hiccup about this. Why did he smell like someone else?

Hiccup rubbed at his tired eyes, one thousand ideas, emotions and questions tumbling through his head like a body down a hill. What was he going to do? _What?_ Sighing Hiccup gripped his hair with frustration, leaning his head back and closing his eyes. _I could just go. _Was the sickly calming answer that came to the forefront of his mind. Opening his eyes Hiccup looked back at his concerned dragon, the Night Fury making a small cooing noise and giving his friend a little lick on the hand. Hiccup gave the dragon a tired smile and slowly sunk to sit cross-legged in front of the Night Fury, not making eye contact as he picked at his nails. Toothless gurgled at this, eyes the size of saucers. Slowly the dragon lay down in front of his human, and rested his large head in the boy's lap, eyes peering up at him. Hiccup smiled again, this one feeling a lot more genuine. Small clammy hands scratched at the dragon's thick neck, Hiccup resting his own head against Toothless's, their foreheads pressed together. _I can just go._ Hiccup thought, slowly petting the dragon's neck, eyes closed. _Right now. No one would know, they would never find out. That's what I was going to do last time._ Hiccups stomach lightened at this but then it sank even further as a new voice came into his head.

_But you didn't know her last time. _

Growling Hiccup opened his eyes and rolled to the side so Toothless's head was no longer pressing against his legs. Lying on his back, hand still scratching at his dragons neck Hiccup dully looked up at the night sky. The cloud coverage was getting even worse, grate mountains of mist building up. Dark shadows were taking place in them, one almost looking like a pair of eyes watching him. Hiccup dropped the staring contest with the cloud eyes, not liking the way it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. Rolling over Hiccup propped his head up on his hand, eyes locking with Toothless, who was still looking at him curiously. Not for the first time did the Viking wish the dragon could talk to him. "We could just go." Hiccup said, though he didn't sound like he meant it. Toothless eyed his rider curiously, not liking the new pitch in his voice. "It wouldn't matter, she wouldn't-" But that sentence ended as fast as the thought did, that same pestering voice rising in his mind.

_Yes she would. You know she would._

"Dammit." Hiccup swore, biting his lip and rolling onto his back again, hands coming up to press into his closed eyes. "Doesn't matter."

_Yes it does. You know it does._

"No." Hiccup moaned but it was more out of painful realization then actual argument.

_You said you were going to be back; she's probably still waiting for you at the doorway. You promised._ Hiccup jumped as a warm dragon nose pressed against his ribcage. Pulling his hands away Hiccup saw a worried looking Toothless desperately trying to make right what ever weird sickness had come over his rider.

"Hay bud." Hiccup said softly, sitting up and hugging the dragon's large scaly head to his thin chest. "I'm okay, I'm fine."

_Liar._ The voice whispered back, causing a knot to tighten in his stomach. _You seem to be lying to everyone now. Dad, Merida, Toothless now too? _

"I could tell her." Hiccup mumbled, that thought loosening the knot slightly.

_But what happens if you do tell her? She's going to know you lied; she's going to know you cheated. What if she doesn't do what you think she'll do? What happens if she runs?_

"Then I run." Hiccup bit back, but even he wasn't convinced.

_No you won't, you couldn't not from her, and that's why you're not going to run now_. Hiccup groaned. He had lost and he knew it. Nothing was going to change his mind. A strange sensation was beginning to eat at him, feeling a lot like rope burn. Cant kill a dragon, can't run away. Now what?

Merida frowned as Hiccup went still again. He seemed to be wrapped in darkness, the midnight of the forest gathering around him and building in front of him to the point that Merida could barely make him out. Her body had lost the spring trap from earlier. The girl had sunk to her knees; dirt smudging into her scraped shins and bringing a slight wince to her lips as she shifted. Her dark green dress was beginning to show the ware of her earlier run, several rips appearing in the arms where the fabric had been torn by branches. Her skirt was still held up by the knot in the cotton, but it had loosened considerably. Merida's mind however was far away from her clothing problems as she glared into the darkness that was covering Hiccup. What on earth was that? It seamed to almost be alive as it twisted around the kneeling boy. Merida's blue eyes dug like daggers into the mist, trying to make out the Viking but the forest didn't give up its secrets. Growling Merida made to stand up but suddenly froze, now in a crouched upright position, halfway through standing and kneeling. This was obviously Hiccups secret. The thing that had taken him into the forest a few days ago, the thing that meant whenever she saw Hiccup in the morning, his eyes were tired and darkened by little sleep. This was what all his little oddities and extravagances were hiding. The bandages, the bloody fingernails, the looks of worry at the sky and the strange twitches and silences that he made when ever Merida asked him why he was so tired. What was it? And was there a very good reason why Hiccup hadn't told her?

Pressing her chapped lips together so they made a thin worried line Merida's shaking knees slowly bent as she slid down the tree back into a sitting position. Moaning softly the princess pulled her knees up to her chest, arms wrapping around her goosebumped scraped shins. A cold breeze ran through the grass as Merida pressed her head to her knees, eyes closing and red hair tumbling. The sick northern wind that had whispered at her earlier blew cruelly down her neck as it passed over her, ruffling her hair and causing her to shiver. "Now what?" Merida mumbled, her chest feeling very empty all of a sudden.

But just as she was saying this, fate gave her the answer. A loud snapping noise cracked through the still, silent air, causing the girl to go rigid. More snapping and crunching noises sounded, the causer clearly not caring if they were heard anymore. Breathing increasing as she recognized the sound of footsteps Merida slowly raised her curly head, face pale and pupils dilated. Large pares of feet were moving from there hiding spots in the darkened trees, the shine of something bright winking at the panicking princess. The air left Merida as she stared shakily back into a pare of familiar looking eyes, her hands and toes digging into the dirt and her back pressing hard into the tree behind her till it hurt. The familiar eyes looked her up and down quickly, and then crinkled into a smile when they saw her bow wasn't there.

Toothless's head had jerked around, his pupils dilating into slits as the smell of blood and dirt ran through his nose. Growling the dragon stood up, tail coming to wrap protectively around the shocked Hiccup, who was still kneeling beside him. Hiccups face lost its previous sadness and instead took on a look of dread as the Night Fury moved into a defensive position, claws scraping up dirt and smoke beginning to seep from the growling maw. Toothless's teeth were fully extended and he was getting ready to use them.

Green eyes darted to the spot his dragon was growling at. Hiccup narrowed his eyes at the darkness of the tree line, his hands slowly closing into fists as he rose to stand next to his snarling dragon. But then his face lost its tension, and the fists uncurled to instead grab at the dragons shoulder. A small pail hand could just be seen as it dug its nails into the dirt at the basin of a large oak tree. The air left his chest as Hiccup stared at that small hand, recognizing it instantly as the one he was holding only an hour ago. "Merida." Hiccup whispered. But then a voice crept like spiders into the air, the cocky tone unmistakable.

"Hello again Princess Merida. You and your ass of a boyfriend left some things with me last time we met, and I've been itching to give it back to you since." Seamus Northlock loomed out of the darkness, scarred face smiling down at the wide-eyed Princess of Scotland. The bandit smile died into a snarl as he dropped a small silver necklace and a bloodied throwing knife at Merida's bare feet.


	18. Chapter 18: Do you Ever Dream of Flying?

Chapter 18

Do you ever dream of flying?

Merida pushed herself harder against the oak tree behind her, a cold chill of panic sliding over her skin in one quick intake of breath. "Seamus," Merida whispered slowly, watching with wide eyes as the tall man gazed coolly back at her.

He looked a lot worse from the last time she had seen him four days ago. His curly black hair had grown greasy, strands sticking to his pale face and looking like fresh scars. His dark blue eyes appeared red and hazy from lack of sleep and alcohol. A faded bruised was blemished across his cheek and nose, no doubt from the hit Merida had dealt him last time they had met. The Scottish man was looking a lot worse for wear, something that made Merida even more uneasy.

Last time he had been the rational one, but now it looked like the man had been knocked slightly crooked, something that bore nothing good for Merida and Hiccup. Hiccup! The princess's back stiffened and she forced herself not to turn around. The boy was probably still sitting, completely unaware in the middle of the clearing. He may have heard the sharp voice of Seamus but then again he may not have. Hiccup was never very aware of his surroundings. _Seamus doesn't know Hiccups there. _She thought to herself. Or at least I hope he doesn't. Frowning Merida slowly stood up, she wasn't going to die sitting in the dirt, she was a Princess after all. With that building confidence Merida glared at Seamus, her fist balling and cheeks glowing pink.

"Where's your lads?" Merida growled, eyes locked in a staring contest with the black haired man, "Knowing you, you wouldn't leave it up to yourself to kill an unarmed sixteen year old."

"But then again you don't know me," Seamus replied coldly, the chill of the air ghosting his words out into mist. The Scottish man was keeping his distance from the princess, still well within the tree line, half his face shrouded in the darkness from the forest. This distance caused Merida to pause her attack for a moment, wondering why the man seemed so afraid of getting near her.

"Really? Someone like you has more to them than pure scum?" Merida said dryly but eyed Seamus's reaction closely. The Scotsman's dark blue eyes darted to the side for just a moment, as if he was embarrassed with the situation he had now found himself in. Or was he ashamed? This small weakness was quickly smothered by a murderous look shot Merida's way, the little moonlight collecting on his face and highlighting the deep scar.

"Not one you'll ever hear," Seamus growled, his gloved fists clenching up. Merida's expression lost some of the ferocity at this. The tone seemed overly angry, as if covering up something more vulnerable underneath. But Merida soon dropped this thought as more movement could be heard behind Seamus. Six large burly men moved out of the darkness to stand beside the glaring bandit, their wicked smiles trained on the small princess in front of them. Two of the men Merida recognized. The redhead glared at the largest one. A tall blond thug with a rather sick expression cast over his thick features. Merida wrinkled her nose as she eyed Nine icily. However she made no snarky comments, the confidence she had had with Seamus was lost as soon as his men arrived. Fear was beginning to burrow into her skin, chills running up and down her spine as she took one tentative step back.

Nine gave Merida a withering glare; he had apparently not taken the loss with much grace. The princess noticed with some satisfaction that his eyes were very red, no doubt from the germ jelly Hiccup had smashed across his face. His shoulder was also wrapped in white bandages, several rusty stains seeping through the plaster.

Snake was baring similar wrappings, his forearm knotted with gauze. He was also looking particularly angry, something that brought a smile to Merida's face. White teeth crept out from pale lips as Merida slowly grinned, eying her attackers with a strange glee.

Seven, highly armed, scary looking bandits were all getting ready to kill her. In a way she felt quite flattered. But then there was movement, and the eighth and final man stepped out of the darkness of Ravenswood forest. He stood out harshly from the other men, and for one sickly reason. Blood was splattered all up and down his front. A splash pattern Merida recognized instantly as one gained from slitting a throat was sprayed across the man's white tunic. Another one Merida duly realized was from caving a head in was peppered up the legs of his trousers. It was repeated on both legs. The man himself didn't seem overly different from the rest. A few more scars crossed his face, and he seemed to be the tallest- aside from Nine- however other than that there was nothing marking him as leader. However the paint job of blood peppered across the man's clothes gave Merida no doubt that this was the chief of the bandit party, that, and the glisten of golden rings winking at her from his hands. The rings themselves were completely bare of blood, meaning he would have had to have taken time to clean the blood from the gold, but leave the rest on his clothes. Merida let a shaky breath out as she ran her eyes up and down the man. He carried no weapon, save for a small almost dainty silver knife hanging innocently at his hip.

Merida's back hit the oak tree behind her, causing the girl to only just realize she had been backing away from the smiling man.

"Greetings your highness." The man said silkily, offering Merida a small bow. "Fancy seeing you out here lass." He had a strong Irish accent, making him sound overly jovial for what the situation demanded. It was as if he was constantly half way through telling a punch line. The man cocked his head at the shrinking Merida, his shortly cropped red hair catching the moonlight and looking almost as scarlet as the blood splashed across his pale cheek. "She's a lot smaller than I thought she'd be." A smile broke across his lips, white teeth glinting. "Why did you lads say you needed help again?" This did it. Merida regained her wits and confidence with that small chuckled sentence.

"Ha!" Merida laughed, her cheeks filling with colour. She dropped the creeping gaze of the man in blood to instead look gleefully at the three angry bandits. "You gammy wee baddies, you lot needed some other gangs help to take on Hiccup and me? Bloody hell I thought you guys were rubbish but this is just-" Shink. The cold sound of metal sliding out of its leather holster caused Merida to immediately bite off her sentence and instead reach instinctively to the bow at her back, only for her hands to catch on thin air.

"Nine!" Seamus's angry voice caused Merida to turn, blue eyes widening as she watched Seamus and Snake pull a red faced Nine away from Merida, hunting dagger poised to stab through her throat. The man in blood seemed to have loss some of his crazy eye look and turned to Nine, appearing utterly exasperated with the thugs rude behaviour.

"Seamus would you please keep your mutt in check, we have a schedule to keep mate." Seamus gave the man a withering look; pushing Nine back into his place beside the other silent bandits.

"I'm well aware Bore, it's my schedule after all."

"Oh of course Northlock lad," The man in blood, now named Bore replied, a smile twisting his face. "How could I forget? Well since as this is all _your_ schedule-" Here Bore through Seamus a thick coil of rope, "You deal with the girly then." Seamus caught the rope, grunting with the force of the toss. Merida spotted the bandits distraction and took this moment to quickly shoot a look over her shoulder, eyes itching as she dug through the darkness of the forest. The princess could only barely make out a small outline of a person, copper hair collecting moonlight as he stared in her direction, clearly unaware of what was happening but also well aware there was someone else in the clearing with him.

Merida quickly spun her head around; relief building in her chest when she saw Hiccup was still at a safe distance. It died almost instantly when she locked eyes with Seamus again, he was slowly uncoiling the rope, an odd expression on his face. It was a strange concoction of anger, excitement, a curious mix of embarrassment and shame, and for some reason a hint of worry. What could he possibly be worried about? Merida had no way of hurting him now.

"Alright Mary, let's make this easy on both of us yeah?" Seamus said slowly, throwing the rope over his shoulder. Merida glared at the nickname. That wasn't his name for her it was Hiccups. But before she could retort a cold, dark voice slithered into the air.

"Wait," Snake hissed, his black eyes locked on Merida. "Where's the other one?" All the breath left the princess at once, and her cheeks turned the colour of parchment. Nine smiled sadistically at this and Seamus blinked in surprise, he didn't look happy though.

"He's n-not here," Merida replied quickly. She internally winced at the stutter in her voice.

"Oh really," Nine snickered, smiling wickedly at the panic in the princesses now taught figure, "You're not fooling us girly, we've been watching you both for the last four days, not one place you go without him. It's rather cute really."

"Shut up," Merida hissed, her cheeks flushing.

"Ah now that is sweet," Nine laughed coldly, "Look lads, little princess has fallen in love with a Viking brat." There was a cackle of laughter, though Seamus did not join in.

"Look Merida," Seamus said, shooting Nine a glare before continuing, "Just tell us where he is." There was a pause. "Now." This was not a request, in that moment Merida felt fully afraid of Seamus for the first time. There was blood in those words, blood and a long dark history that had finally led him up to here. A shiver ran up the princess's spine, but the only answer she gave the bandit gang was a deep, burning glare.

"Alright, sod this." Bore growled, his voice far less sing songy. Merida turned to face him only to feel a sharp pain cut across her cheek. Bore had backhanded the princess, his rings cutting into her skin. Merida let out a shriek of surprise and pain, her knees hitting the dirt. Shaking hands came up to press against the cut now crying crimson down her pale cheek, tears stinging at her eyes as she slowly looked up at Bore.

"Merida!" Merida's hart first rose to her throat then sank down to her toes as Hiccups voice cut like knives through the darkness. All eight pairs of eyes looked up to see a muffled figure sprinting in their direction, slight frame and copper hair unmistakable to Seamus, Nine and Snake.

"Oh, well he is about as small as I thought he was going to be," Bore said, his singsong tone back. Snake didn't say a word, but instead slowly notched an arrow, eyes looking murderous, gaze transfixed on Hiccup.

"Hiccup!" Merida screamed, springing to her feet and bolting in the direction of the Viking. Nine made a wild snatch for her, but his fist closed on thin air, red curls just bouncing out of reach. "Hiccup!" Merida cried again, the frightening sound of footsteps right behind her as she sprinted to the outline of a Viking, her bare feet kicking up dirt in her panic. Hiccup had skidded to a halt in surprise, his pale skin almost ghostly in the moonlight.

The northern winds had picked up again, one long howl screaming through the clearing and sending both children's hair ablaze. "Run! Its-" Wham! Merida fell forward, her shoulder hitting the grassy ground painfully as she landed on her side. Tears shot into her eyes as the princess pushed herself up onto her hands and knees, the feeling of cold metal wrapped tightly around her ankles and up her shins. Spitting out a mix of dirt and blood Merida tried to stand, her watery blue eyes looking up dazedly to lock eyes with a frightened looking Hiccup.

Panting Merida attempted to run towards him, but that strange cold feeling clinked and she fell onto her side again, bringing a hiss to her shaking lips. Bright eyes slowly looked to her ankles, her breath quickening as she did so. A long metal chain was wrapped from her knees and all the way down her shins. Two rocks hung at her ankles, completely cutting off any chance of running now. Letting out a whimper Merida looked up in the direction she had just sprinted from. Nine emerged ominously from the tree line closely followed by the rest of the bandits. Seamus loomed into view last, a stony expression on his face.

The glint of an arrow caught Merida's attention. Snake still had his bow notched, eyes locked on the small Viking. "Hiccup!" Merida screamed, tears streaming down her cut cheek as she looked back at the startled Viking, his eyes flicking from Merida to the advancing bandits. "Hiccup run now!" Merida tried to stand again but the boa around her legs wouldn't let her. "Run please, please," Merida said quietly, not having the energy to shout. Hiccup did run, but in the entirely wrong direction.

The boy sprinted forward, eyes locked on Merida's panicking figure, completely ignoring the bandits closing in on both children. Cold air rushed through his teeth, his fur boots kicking up the loose earth as he ran to Merida. All thought of Toothless being discovered was gone from his mind in that one second. But the sound of tightening bowstrings brought Hiccup back into the real world with one deadly act. The Viking slid to a halt, wide green eyes jumping from the panicked ones of Merida to the cold ones of Snake. A black arrow was glinting wickedly at him, positioned in a way that if Snake let it go, the blade would slice straight through his throat. Before Hiccup could blink a deep growling noise sounded from behind him causing the pebbles at his feet to vibrate.

"No," Hiccup gasped, throwing a hand up to stop Toothless from revealing himself. The dragon slunk back into the darkness, acid yellow eyes transfixed on the bandits. Hiccup kept his hand up, palm facing Toothless, fingers fully extended. His attention however was entirely grabbed by the ruffend group of men now smirking at him. Merida was still crouched on the ground, legs trapped in the boa, chest rising and falling faster than normal. She was only ten paces away from Hiccup but the arrow still fixed on him was stopping any chance for the Viking to reach her.

Mind numb, Toothless stalking behind him and kidnapers pacing in front of him Hiccups said the first thing that came to his mind, eyes still stuck on the arrows black tip.

"Evening Merida, didn't expect to see you out here," His voice was shaky, but still held that cocky sarcastic tone Merida had grown to love. However at this moment it wasn't entirely appropriate.

"Hello again guys," The Viking said dryly, eyes flicking up from the arrow to Seamus quickly, then bounced from bandit to bandit counting his assailant's, "I see you got a few more to your number, how brave of you."

"Shoot him Snake," Nine growled, vision darkened in Hiccups direction. Hiccup only rolled his eyes and fixed his attention on Merida.

"You okay?" The boy asked softly. Merida nodded, her expression a mix of confusion and worry. Hiccup seemed to be caught completely off guard yet was treating this situation far too casual.

"I think you missed a spot," Hiccup said coldly, looking Bore up and down, his hand still holding Toothless off, "I can see some clean patches on you."

"Well he matches your description," Bore said to a cross looking Seamus.

"Talking fishbone never shuts up," Nine growled, eyeing Hiccup darkly. Hiccup smirked at this, a look like honey slowly spreading over his face. The Viking opened his mouth to retort.

"Don't," Merida hissed, glaring protectively at the boy. Hiccup closed his mouth, but the look of contempt did not leave his face.

"The hell are you smiling about kid?" Seamus spat. Merida winced at this. Hiccup seemed to have this special power to piss the black haired bandit off, a talent the princess was silently cursing as both boy and man glared at each other.

"Well, come on. Why did you guys come back?" Hiccup asked, his tense figure loosening to a casual slouch, though his hand was still held behind him holding Toothless off, "Did we embarrass you that badly?" A bristling fell over Snake, Nine and Seamus. However Bore was watching the small Viking with something close to amusement, as if this was some big joke about to act out its punch line. "I mean it's really bad timing right now," Hiccup glanced over his shoulder to where he knew Toothless was hiding, "Mostly for you guys."

"Bloody hell Snake just shoot this kid," Nine snapped, his hot temper turning his face red.

"We know who you are Haddock," Seamus said coldly, "You and your lovely lady friend here. We know who your parents are and who your parent's enemies are. And exactly how much they're willing to pay for a couple of royal brats like the pair of you." This apparently did not have the desired effect on Hiccup.

"Oh come on," Merida blinked at this, her expression utter bewilderment as she watched Hiccup run a hand through his hair, face utterly exasperated, "So stupid."

"Hiccup," Merida whispered, voice sharp and worried.

"I kept this secret for so long," The Viking moaned, angrily kicking a pebble so it went skidding in the direction of the confused looking bandits- though Bore looked ready to laugh.

"So long. And now I'm going to have to blow it on you people." Hiccup snapped, angry green eyes staring daggers at the bandit party.

"Hiccup!" Merida snapped catching the boy's attention. "What the hell are you doing?" A long look past between boy and girl, though it lasted only a heartbeat. Four days' worth of emotion was locked in that stare, and a future of days were riding on it.

"Oh for God's sake, shoot this kid!" Nine shouted, braking the moment and bringing both children's eyes back to the bandit party.

"Why? This is the most fun I've had at a kidnaping in years," Bore chuckled, but Seamus pushed him out of the way, eyes darkened.

"Enough of this," The man growled drawing his sword with a shink of metal, "You both are getting sold just so I know I'll never have to bump into either of you again," The man growled. The other bandits followed his action, two brown sacks flung over Nines shoulder.

"Get him in the leg Snake," Nine jeered, several of the other bandits joining in with the cat calling. Merida's heart jumped into her mouth as the men closed in on them, shaking hands desperately trying to undo the binds cutting the circulation off around her ankles. Hiccup watched this guiltily, his hand shaking as he kept Toothless off. _Decision time Hiccup._ The irritating voice whispered into his ear_. You could always keep running. _

"Hiccup!" Merida shrieked. The Viking blinked and then barely dodged the arrow sent singing towards him. The blade ripped at his skin, resulting in a long shallow cut across the side of his thigh. "Run Hiccup, please run!" Merida screamed, plucking up a rock and chucking it at the nearest bandit.

"Ah man," Hiccup muttered, the hand holding off toothless shaking. "Merida!" The boy shouted, catching the panicking princess's attention. "P-please don't leave after . . . after everything happens." Hiccup said to her, his voice more taught with fear than at any point when talking to the bloodthirsty bandits. Merida stared at him, the feeling of floating cast over her body. She then gave Hiccup a strange look, one the boy only saw on his father's face whenever he asked about his mother. It cast a calm over his shaking figure, like cooling ice to a cut. Hiccups hand fell, and the roar of a dragon crashed through the clearing. Seamus, Bore and there men stopped in their tracks.

"What the hell was that?" Bore stammered, his confident and creepy tone gone. Merida's wide blue eyes watched Hiccup with both astonishment and fear. The darkness behind him was moving.

Low growling rumbled through the princess, her skin crawling like spiders. Something blacker than night was slinking behind the pale Viking, the smell of smoke filling Merida's nostrils as the growling grew louder. A pair of cat like yellow eyes slowly opened, their acid colour standing out sharp in the midnight, irises dilated to slits. The air slowly left Merida in a quiet gasp, her mouth falling open, and a shiver running up her spine. Another roar crashed over Merida. Giving a small shriek she pressed her hands over her ears, the pebbles next to her vibrating. The thing darker than night behind Hiccup started forward, its heavy paws ripping up grass. A gust of air hit Merida as the thing took flight. With one blackened wing beat the creature jumped into the air, and landed with a slam that cracked dirt. A dragon stood beside Hiccup. Black scales covering its small but mussel taught body. The dragon was crouched low, dark wings fully extended, purple smoke pouring from its growling maw.

A Night Fury was snarling and snapping just ten paces in front of her, yet Hiccup didn't bat an eye. The boys expression had hardened, his attention completely locked on the shocked bandits, their mouths dropped and weapons held loosely as they observed the smallest Viking in living memory slowly reach a hand out and close a fist around the handle of a homemade saddle.

Hiccup kept his eyes away from Merida. The look of horror and betrayal he knew was spreading over her face was not one he needed to see. Instead he kept his vision held coolly on the panicking Bandits, their startled looks and fearful expressions filling him with a strange feeling of contempt. An almost wicked grin spread over his pale features, however that lopsided smile was still present, keeping Hiccup from looking truly menacing.

The dragon however, was utterly terrifying. Hiccups foot slid into the stirrups as he swung himself into the saddle, the leather creaking with the speed he pulled himself on. Merida blinked at this, spotting the precise ease the Viking did this. With a single pounding flap of the dragons grate wings, Hiccup and the Night Fury shot into the air. Merida's hair was blasted back, dirt clouding up in a haze like smoke. Merida gasped as the dragon and rider jumped over her. The earth rumbled again as the Night Fury landed, now crouched and snarling like a protective bear over her cub. Merida blinked with surprise. The dragon appeared to be protecting her. Hiccups small figure was seated on top of the creature's back, his body taut like the beast he was riding.

Hiccup smiled darkly down at the cowering bandits below him. Seamus's mouth was dropped, his blue eyes wide with fear as he stared at the growling Toothless. Nine seem to be sputtering, and Snake had gone ghostly pale, his black eyes flicking from Hiccup to Toothless and then back again. Bore however seemed to be visibly shaking, all pretence and crazy look gone. "You- you're on a dragon," The man stammered. Hiccup just couldn't resist.

"Yeah I noticed that," The boy smiled, crossing his arms and resting them on Toothless' head. "Kinda makes you feel stupid following these three idiots along now don't yeah?" Bore just shook his head, stumbling back.

"Witchcraft," The man gasped, "No man can control a dragon."

"Control?" Hiccup smirked, eyes flicking down to Toothless'. The young dragon had lost some of his menace as his snarl had curled into a toothy smile. "Hear that bud? Apparently I was controlling you the whole time . . . who knew." The Viking snickered, scratching the Night Fury behind the ear. This almost childish excitement unnerved the bandits even more.

"It's your- pet," Seamus stammered, looking utterly confused.

"Pet?" Hiccup wrinkled his nose. "Hey Toothless, how'd you like to be my pet? I'm sure you'd love it." Toothless snarled at this, flicking an ear at Hiccup and hitting him in the arm. Hiccup snickered again, pushing on the dragon's head and dodging another slap from the Night Fury's ear.

"You're mental," One of Bore's men stammered. Hiccup looked up at him, his childish smile falling from his face.

"Who was the one that hit Merida?" The Viking asked his voice darkened. Immediately Nine and several of Bore's own men pointed at the man dressed in blood. Seamus said nothing however. Hiccup turned his attention to the thug, eyes narrowing.

"If you ever touch her again, you're losing an arm," Hiccup growled.

"W-Whatever you say lad," Bore stuttered, now completely losing his fear factor from before.

"The same goes for the rest of you," Hiccup spat, his eyes lingering on Nine. "Don't come back again," Several of the bandits, including Nine nodded frantically. There was a pause as the moment sank in then Hiccup slumped into a casual slouch, all tautness lost in his small body. "Right well . . ." Hiccup looked around awkwardly for a moment. To his defence he had never threatened anyone before. "Yeah I guess I'll just," The back of his neck was prickling with the stare he knew Merida was giving him.

Slowly Hiccup turned his head. Merida was still slumped on the ground. Her green dress caked in dirt at this point. The boa was strung around her legs, though she had managed to loosen it considerably. The cut across her cheek was crying blood, crimson sliding down her face and dripping off her chin. However her blue eyes themselves were completely dry. She was staring at Hiccup, expression almost blank. Fear, surprise and annoyance was peeking out from behind the cracks, but the girl seemed to be holding it together far better than Hiccup could have imagined.

"Hold them there bud," Hiccup whispered as he slid off the dragons back. When his feet hit the grassy ground the true wait of what had just happened seemed to hit him. Merida knew about Toothless. Hiccup walked like he had one thousand pounds of armour on, his heart ready to jump ship as he slowly approached the bound girl. When they were an arm's reach apart Hiccup stopped.

"So um Merida-" Hiccup began, his hand coming up to rub the back of his neck. "I might have lied to you a bit." Hiccups cheeks grew flushed as the rest of him paled, "And I get why you would be- upset with the whole not telling the truth thing, and the- uh- um." The Vikings breath had begun to speed up. Merida had shifted position to begin pulling off the boa around her ankles, her face still unreadable.

"Ah- you know- wh- why don't we talk this out, I mean you're probably mad but that doesn't mean we don't have to you know, never speak to each other again, or-" Merida slid the boa off her legs and slowly stood up, blood red hair caught in the northern breeze so it blew to the side, streaking red across her stony face. "I'm sorry Merida I should have told you- but I didn't know-" However Hiccup trailed off as the last sound he thought he would ever hear again reached his ears. Merida started to laugh. Not a loud, bellowing one, but instead a snorting chortle, the one she only made when she was sleepy. Hiccup's mouth slowly opened, body tense like he was expecting an explosion. Merida giggled on, curls bouncing as she placed a hand to her forehead.

"You're unbelievable," Merida chortled, her laughter quieting, "Bloody unbelievable."

"Uh . . . Merida?" Hiccup stammered, a look of shock splashed over his face. Toothless turned to look over his shoulder at the strange human interaction behind him, irises swelling to his normal black pools as he did so.

"I'm Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third," Merida said in a mocking silly voice. "And I don't tell anyone anything about myself because I always think I'm going to get judged." Merida imitated, striding a circle around the wide-eyed Viking in her version of Hiccups awkward walk. She stopped in front of him after her interpretation, closer than they had been before. Merida's small round face looked up at the surprised pale one of Hiccups, her hand reaching forward to lace with the boys cold fingers. "I'm not gonna judge you Hiccup." The princess said softly.

"You're . . . not- upset?" Hiccup asked, eyes flicking to look helplessly at Toothless and back again.

"Upset?" Merida stammered, her voice higher than before, "I'm bloody furious." The girl said with a smile, sounding both amused and exasperated. Sliding her hand out of Hiccups she balled it into a fist and plowed it into the boys shoulder.

"Ow!" Hiccup hissed, recoiling from the punch and rubbing his bruised arm.

"You are your worst enemy Haddock," Merida snapped, her face losing her smile. "You're the son of a Viking chief and you have to go make friends with a dragon!" The girl ran her hands down her face, muttering into her palms as she did so, "Just unbelievable."

"Hey you're no better!" Hiccup retorted. He blushed as he did so. This wasn't the time to be on the defensive but he couldn't help it. Merida glared at the Viking, arms folding over her ruined dress, "You're no better than me! Your aggressive and outspoken because you don't want to look as helpless as you feel!" This earned Hiccup another punch to the shoulder but he brushed it off this time.

"Well you're a smart ass who takes nothing seriously so he doesn't have to lose at anything he cares about!" Merida jabbed a finger into Hiccups chest, cheeks turning as red as her hair, "You try to pull off this stupid uncaring look and never let someone see who you are because you're constantly afraid of being judged for being different."

"Well I am different!" Hiccup snapped, angrily pushing Merida's hand away, "I've been kicked around all my life for it, whereas you've been running off on some adventure with your dad being amazing at everything you do! What would you know about it?!" Slap! Merida hit Hiccup hard across the cheek with an open hand, her face completely red at this point. There was a pause, and then Merida spoke, her voice shaky and cracked.

"You selfish idiot," The girl began, lowering her hand so it curled into a shaking fist, "You don't need me to say it, because you already know. You're just trying to get me to leave because you're afraid again."

"Well you keep hitting me because you're trying to prove yourself again," Both children stared at each other for a long while, their shoulders slowly relaxing as they did so. The clearing darkened further. A rumbling of thunder could be heard from the distance, as if some great storm was building up from the north. But no one paid it any mind. The heir of Scotland and the heir of Berk each sized each other up like they had done what felt like a summertime ago.

Merida's cheek slowly dripped blood onto her dirt caked dress. Hiccup's pant leg began to grow burgundy as the shallow cut from the arrow slowly wept into the boy's clothes.

Toothless was still crouched in warning in front of the very confused and frightened bandit party, but the dragon's head was swivelled around to watch Hiccup and Merida. The Night Fury knew that whatever was happening here was not something he could intervene in. He had seen dragon mates fight before, and he knew that you did not get between it if you wanted to keep your wings in tacked. Slowly the clearing grew dimmer and dimmer tell midnight finally came, and the world was at its utter darkest. Then Hiccup split the silence with a long tired sigh.

"You're right about me," The boy said wearily.

"I know," Merida replied. It wasn't cold, but warm would not describe it either.

"I'm right about you too," Hiccup's lips twitched, but he didn't smile. Merida rolled her eyes and turned to the side, arms still crossed.

"Why didn't you tell me?" Merida asked quietly, her eyes on the ground. Hiccup blinked at this, but answered her.

"Because I thought if I did you would have run away," The boy said slowly, his voice hoarse from shouting. Merida stared at her bare feet for a moment and then nodded to herself. Turning bright blue eyes on the boy in front of her she slowly stepped towards him, but Hiccup was the one to gently take her hand.

"So you were going to run?" She asked.

"No," He answered. Merida gave Hiccup a small half-moon smile at this, rolling her eye at the boy's dramatics.

"I wasn't either," She said in a stage whisper, squeezing Hiccups hand and chuckling quietly at the surprise on the boy's face, "Don't think that badly of yourself Hic, I'm not gunna scamper off just because of a dragon."

"You- you weren't?" Hiccup stammered, holding tighter to Merida's hand in case she did.

"Nah," Merida sighed, cocking her head and smirking up at Hiccup, bringing a smile to the boy's lips, "Might as well stick around for a bit longer, who knows what we will bump into next." There was another small pause were Hiccup thought he should do something, but before he had the chance the sound of Toothless' roar brought he and Merida crashing back to reality.

Toothless had grown so curious with the scene behind him that he had lost almost all the ferocity in his stance. With the dragon distracted Snake, Nine and Bore had managed to quietly draw a boa each. By the time Toothless had realized something was wrong he had a chain wrapped around his front and back paws along with another slung tightly around his thick neck. Roaring with surprise the young inexperienced dragon had begun desperately pulling at the binds, all the while the chain around his neck tightening with his distress.

"Toothless!" Hiccup cried, starting forward only to be pulled back by Merida. The girl was staring horror struck at the oncoming thieves, each with a weapon drawn. All except Seamus, who was watching the scene play out almost reproachfully, his own weapon remaining hanging weakly at his side. Merida stepped protectively in front of the Viking, her hand still holding tightly onto Hiccup's.

"Sorry to break up the moment, but were gunna kill you," Nine said with sick laughter, his own weapon- a rusty looking axe- raising dangerously, old blood stained into the wooden handle, "Shame though, you both looked like you broke real ground just there. But it is a lot of trouble learning how to trust people, that's why I never bothered with it," Nine smiled evilly.

"Nine! Stop this," Seamus growled, but the thugs ignored him, their murderous path not wavering.

"Enough Northlock!" Nine barked his eyes still fixed on the cowering children, "I'm through with mucking about and I'm through with looking like an idiot. I'm killing the girl and Snakes murdering the boy and then we can all split the money we get off that necklace. Just like we always do it and nothings gunna change now." With this Nine raised his axe, Snake right behind him directing an arrow at Hiccups chest. But before either murderer could act Hiccup spotted something the killing party could not see.

"Merida down!" Hiccup yelled, grabbing the girl's shoulders and pushing her into the long grass of the forest floor, his own body falling protectively over top of hers. The screech of a Night Fury echoed through the air as a shadow flew over the bandit's head and landed with a slam that cracked dirt, crouching defensively in front of the two cowering children. Toothless had thrown off the boas around his legs though the one around his throat still clung like blood to him, slowly cutting off his air. However right now the dragon was too furious to notice. Snarling once the beast built up a high pitched screech of energy, his fanged maw bellowing with green gas.

Hiccup pressed his hands over Merida's ears and buried his face into her hair, closing his eyes for what would happen next. An explosion that shook the earth erupted in the clearing, blowing the children's hair back and bringing about the horrible smell of burning flesh. Then the screams came. Both heirs peeked up from the ground to see each thug doubled over in agony, all of them clutching at some burned body part. Toothless had apparently shot his plasma blast to the ground, resulting in the scolding purple liquid to splatter. No one was killed, but all were baring an injury that would stick with them for the rest of their lives. Nines entire right arm- the one that had been clutching the axe- was bloody and scald, a burn stretching from his palm to the muscle on his shoulder. Snake was pressing shaking hands to his leg, his thigh smoking. Bore's chest had borne the brunt of his attack, his new brand curling from his rib cage to his collarbone. Seamus was slumped over near the tree line; he was the only one who had been hit in the face. The young man was pressing shaking hands to his right cheekbone, a bloodied red burn splattered from his jaw, across one of his eyebrows and to his temple. It crossed paths with the scar that was slashed along his face. The rest of the unnamed bandits were baring similar burns, but there was no doubt Seamus had received the worst one.

Quickly each thug picked themselves up. There was still an angry snarling Night Fury looking for blood, so without a second's glance they took off into the forest, all still clutching their new brandings as they ran. Hiccup lost sight of Seamus in the panic, and couldn't help but feel a small sink of pity for the man. However as Merida shifted underneath him, the feeling faded.

"Hiccup, you're squishing me," Merida said voice slightly muffled.

"Oh Odin, sorry," Hiccup gasped, quickly rolling off Merida and jumping to his feet. The clearing was quiet once again, dust and smoke in the air from after Toothless' plasma blast. Merida watched the dragon from the ground, its grate black figure shrouded in the smoke. The only thing still crisp in the darkness was the dragon's large acid yellow eyes staring directly at her, however they appeared warmer than before, its pupils wide and almost innocent. Panting Merida looked up at Hiccup, the question posed without speaking. The Viking too appeared to be out a breath, but he nodded at her, offering a sweaty hand. She took it, watching the dragon carefully as Hiccup helped her up, the smoke and dust slowly clearing around them.

"Merida this is Toothless," Hiccup began, holding on to Merida's hand for comfort as the dragon slowly slunk towards her, head cocked and eyes curious. Merida withdrew slightly, but Hiccup squeezed her hand in a way of saying everything was okay.

"Toothless, this is Merida," Hiccup said, his voice laced with a strange stiffness, as if he was warning the Night Fury to behave himself. The dragon sniffed at the girl. "She's a-" But Hiccup cut off as Toothless started back from Merida's shaking figure, apparently smelling something curious on the girl. The Night Fury studied the small human in front of him, his eyes narrowing with confusion. She smelt like Hiccup.

"Hello Toothless," Merida said bravely, though her voice cracked near the end, "It's a pleasure to meet you." She dropped a small sloppy curtsey. Apparently some of her mother's nagging had sunken in. Toothless studied the little human again, eyes flicking up and down her figure.

"Thank you for saving me," Merida said softly, and slowly raised her hand. She had met wild horses in the forest before, but this was something far different. Still she slowly outstretched her shaking hand for the Dragon to sniff, face turning away in case things went bad. However instead of the horrible burning of singed flesh or the crushing bight of finger length fangs, Merida felt a warm sniffling nose press gently into her palm, the dragon's nostrils tickling her skin as it breathed in her sent. Merida peeked bright blue eyes up to see Toothless nuzzling into her hand, eyes closed. There was a strange cooing noise that made Merida's palm tingle, almost like a cat purring. The princess gave a small gasp of relief and excitement, her face breaking into a smile. "Hello Toothless," Merida whispered again, this time a lot happier, her other hand leaving Hiccups to brush along the dragon's thick neck, just like she would with Angus. However her smile vanished as her fingers hit cold metal. "Hiccup his neck!" Merida gasped. The Viking swore through grit teeth when he saw what Merida was talking about. The boa was still slung around Toothless' neck, constricting the dragon's air and breaking the scales in several places. The dragon himself seemed to have only just remembered he couldn't breathe properly because he gave a shriek of discomfort and shook his head violently.

"Toothless calm down!" Hiccup panted, pulling Merida away from the panicking dragon and grabbed the Night Fury's head in an attempt to calm the dragon down. "Merida can get that off don't worry," Hiccup said as soothingly as he could. Merida sprang forward without being asked, gently placing a hand to the dragons back so he knew she was there. Without receiving a hiss the girl quickly began trying to untangle the boa, making sure not to pull on it less she tighten it even more.

"She's got you bud," Hiccup panted, running a calming hand over the dragon's head, eyes still locked on his frightened Night Fury. Toothless' wide, panicked yellow eyes slowly softened at Hiccups words. Seeing this calm Hiccup took the opportunity to peek up at Merida, his pale face glistening with sweat. His heart sped up as the Viking saw Merida struggling with the boa, her hands scrabbling at the chain, blue eyes frantic. "Merida!" Hiccup called to her his voice cracking.

"It's too tight!" Was the gasped response. Toothless' legs were beginning to shake and his head was buzzing.

"Too tight?" Hiccup repeated, his chest constricting and twisting like snakes. Green, intelligent eyes flicked from chain to Merida to the slowly suffocating dragon, mind quickly shuffling through ideas. "What if we cut it off?" Hiccup called frantically to the princess.

"With what? It's a chain!" Merida replied her voice strained as she tried again to pry at the locked mettle, but her fingers slipped, resulting in nothing but a broken nail. Hiccups eyes shot to the clearing around them, mind buzzing.

The tall rocks that surrounded them seemed to act as an uncaring audience, watching the drama play out with little interest. It brought a scowl to the frightened boy's face, but that look of anger immediately broke when he spotted a glint of metal in the grass. "Merida take him!" Hiccup shouted sprinting forward towards the object he saw. Merida's eyes widened at this but she walked quickly to Toothless' head, placing a calming hand on the dragon's jaw.

"Don't worry beasty," Merida said soothingly, scratching the weak kneed dragon behind the ear. Toothless' large eyes were drooping from the lack of oxygen, however he managed to flash Merida a gummy smile. But then one leg collapsed underneath him, causing the Night Fury to stumble.

"Hiccup!" Merida cried, not breaking eye contact with Toothless. "Hurry!" There was a pounding of feet, and then Hiccup's hot breath was breathing down Merida's neck, the sound of clinking metal following him.

"Help me," Hiccup panted, and pushed a rusty axe into her hands.

"What the hell are you-" Merida began, watching the boy run towards the boa, a short sword clutched in his hand.

"We need to cut it off," Hiccup stammered, angling the short sword near the chain. The boa had wrapped around the dragon's neck twice, so two metal coils overlapped each other.

"But we don't need to cut both," With that Hiccup slid the short sword between the two chains, the metal on metal making a horrible screeching noise as it went. Realizing what Hiccup meant Merida ran up to the suffocating dragons neck as well, holding the axe so tight her knuckles turned white. Merida stopped in front of the boy automatically pushing the weapon into his chest. But Hiccup shook his head, pushing it right back at Merida. "You're better, you do it."

"Wait what- but I-" Merida stammered, but she was cut off.

"Merida I trust you! Toothless trusts you, and we don't have time to argue about this!" A pause that lasted a heartbeat passed and then Merida squared her shoulders and turned towards the dragon. Hiccup held firmly onto the handle of the short sword, watching Merida's round face-harden.

"Ready?" Biting onto the side of her cheek the princess nodded. She placed her free hand onto the panting dragon's neck, steadying herself as she slowly brought the axe back.

"One." Hiccup counted, tightening his grip onto the hilt of the sword.

"Two." Merida's vision fixed like a focus lens onto the chain, her eyes narrowing.

"Three!"

The swishing of an axe sliced through the air, shortly followed by the clang of metal on metal. Toothless heaved a large gulp of air, shaking the broken boa from his throbbing neck. There was a gasp of relief from the two humans and the clattering of steel as the borrowed weapons were dropped. Hiccup walked gingerly to the recovering Toothless, his hands still shaking even as he rubbed at his friend's sore neck.

Merida sunk into the grass, her knees giving out in relief as she watched the interaction between the Viking and the dragon. It was very similar to the way she herself acted around Angus; only there was this strong level of understanding between human and dragon. Merida always liked to pretend Angus could understand her, but she knew he never would. Hiccup and Toothless however, they seemed to act more like two friends rather than rider and mount.

Toothless growled and cooed when Hiccup asked him questions, cocked his head and twitched his nose and seemed for all the world to be understanding and answering the human's speech. Merida raised an eyebrow at this, and kept her position of observation in the grass. She only stirred when Hiccup was finally certain that Toothless was okay and let go of the great dragons head.

Toothless immediately fixed his vision on Merida, his nose nudging at her bare foot.

"Toothless leave her alone," Hiccup muttered into his palm as he ran a hand down his face, his eyes stinging with exhaustion. Toothless backed off glancing at the Viking smugly.

"Oh what are you looking at?" Hiccup snapped, glaring dryly at the Night Fury. Merida looked away at this, a blush rising over her cheeks. There was a pregnant pause as Hiccup rearranged the straps on Toothless' back. The dragon himself was flicking his large intelligent eyes between Hiccup and Merida, a gummy smile spreading over his face. Hiccup saw this out of the corner of his vision, but he kept his back to Merida, shyness and embarrassment making his face go hot. He fiddled over the straps to the saddle, trying to draw out his work to put off facing Merida again. Toothless however had other plans.

The Night Fury ran forward, knocking Hiccup backwards into Merida who was still sitting cross-legged in the grass. Hiccup landed unceremoniously in Merida's lap, the back of his head banging against Merida's chin.

"Toothless!" Hiccup shouted, rolling off Merida as she rubbed her sore face. "Sorry Mary, he hasn't gone flying in a week, he's all twitchy. You okay?" Hiccup reached forward and brushed a thumb over the bruise on the girls chin. Merida smirked at this, eyeing the dragon who was now grinning at them.

"Don't fuss Hic, I'm fine," Merida giggled, beaming widely to prove it. Hiccup smiled back at the redhead and then slid his hand into hers, helping the girl to her feet. Toothless was back at this point and circled around the two teenagers, forcing them closer together.

"Toothless stop! What has gotten into you today?" Hiccup snapped, kicking a pebble at the dragons paw. The Night Fury answered this attack with a sweep of his large tail, batting Hiccup into Merida. The boy stumbled over his large fur boots forcing Merida to catch him. Boy and girl bumped noses, spreading a blush over both their cheeks. Hiccup quickly got his feet under him and stood up again, glaring at the smirking Dragon.

"Useless reptile," The Viking muttered dryly, cheeks still flushed. Toothless merely rolled his eyes then began bounding around the clearing to release energy. "All right all right," Hiccup said with slight exasperation. Toothless wanted to fly, there was no convincing him otherwise. The dragon batted his wings once and landed next to Hiccup, gummy smile wide. He bent his back low so the Viking could get on easier, black tail wagging like an excited terrier.

Hiccup stepped into the stirrups, swinging himself into the handmade saddle with all the ease of a practised rider. But then he froze, his memory working again. Green eyes rose slowly from the Night Fury's black scales to gaze at bright blue irises. Merida stared back at him, her fingers rubbing together as she thought. The question was posed without asking, Merida just needed to make up her mind. Most unfortunately however for the princess's common sense this was Hiccup Haddock she was dealing with, the boy's excitement was infectious. Pale lips slowly curled into a knowing smile as the Viking stared at the princess, his green eyes crinkling with the grin.

"Do you ever dream of flying?" The boy asked her, the northern winds sweeping his rusty copper hair across his dirt and soot smudged face. Merida grinned in spite of herself, her shoulders relaxing and her chest swelling with a deep sigh. Bare, cold feet moved across dark green grass, blood red hair rippling as the northern winds bellowed through the clearing again. Merida took the hand offered to her with a smirk, blue eyes crinkled as well; blush still bloomed over her freckled cheeks. Hiccup pulled the excited Merida onto the saddle, her warm body pressed against his back as she situated herself behind him. Pale small hands wound around the boy's gangly torso, locking together in a hug.

"Hold on tight," Hiccup said with a smile, calling back to what Merida said to him a summer's time ago. Merida blew a curl out of her eye, smirking back at the boy.

"Ready?" He asked her. Merida nodded. Turning around Hiccup signalled to Toothless and the dragon bent to the ground like a spring getting ready to pop. Hiccup moved with the dragon, his elbows bending and his back arching, as they got ready to take off. Merida slid closer to the Viking, holding on tight and squeezing her knees to better hang onto the dragon beneath her. Then with a great gust of air and a roar from Toothless the dragon took off, his two passengers rising along with him.


	19. Chapter 19: The Witch of Berk

Chapter 19

The Witch of Berk

Merida had always loved her dreams of flying. They had forever been a comfort to her. Her mind would fill with daydreams of the weightless sensation as she sat through the dullest of classes. They had allowed her to sleep through thunderstorms when she was younger. They held her hand when she was worrying for her mother when her brothers were being born. But now as she gasped with surprise and fear as the rush of air ripped past her, fingernails turning white as she curled fists into Hiccup's green tunic, she came to realize just how wrong her conception of flying really was.

As Toothless took off it felt like her stomach was left behind on the forest floor. Merida's face was hit by a sharp gust of wind, chapping her lips and bringing a pink to her cheeks. The girl's blue eyes shut quickly, dizziness and fear reacting faster than she expected.

They were climbing into the air, and Merida realized dully that she was vertical to the ground. Quickly blinking one eye open, Merida saw a mix of colours and clouds, the forest and trees vanishing from sight as they were swallowed by the infinite sky. Flying held no gentleness, no daydream quality. It was a constant pounding force, the feeling of weightlessness and gravity in constant battle as you flew higher than the tallest watch towers in the world, looking down on a green scattered countryside that you know had never been seen like this before. Merida grit her teeth and pried her eyes open. She wanted to see her kingdom in a way that her ancestors had never thought possible; she wanted to be the first Scotsman to fly. The sight she saw allowed her to uncurl her fists slightly.

Toothless had stabled out, his speed slowing and his belly facing the evergreens beneath him. Hiccup had felt Merida's hands tighten in fear and slowed their quick climb, looking over his shoulder to see her uncurling from him, her blue eyes speckled in the few stars peeking through the heavy cloud cover.

Scotland was lying below them, an overstretching land of green. Hills rolled like water as the black dragon sword above, not too far from the ground so the children could still make out detail. Ravenswood forest sprawled out in all directions, appearing rather smaller than the princess had expected it to be. Fog was blending into the trees, rising up in columns and looking like white marble pillars of Roman cathedrals. In the distance the redhead could see the beginning of the sea, but Hiccup had began drifting away from the stormy dark blue waters.

Merida watched as they glided towards the kingdom of DunBroch, her home a mere out line of rock, golden lights twinkling like fireflies in the night. The villages lay scattered around the castle, the huts the size of small pebbles. From all the way up here her mighty kingdom was merely a smudge of gray in a sea of green, its significance seeming extremely understated.

They slowly flew past the castle, giving the place a wide berth as they instead glided towards the mountainside; the Firefalls looking like a ribbon of pale water. "This is what you see all the time?" Merida whispered her eyes transfixed on the world below her.

"I find places look a lot more impressive from up here," Hiccup smiled, looking over his shoulder to watch Merida's reaction. Her mouth was dropped slightly; blue eyes wide as she watched a pack of wolves running through the woods below her, their gray coats making them look like ghosts in the night.

"It's amazing," Merida sighed, her eyes crinkling into a wonder filled smile as she leaned further towards the world beneath her. Hiccup smiled softly at this, not taking his eyes away from the girl. Her red hair was billowing behind her, several loose hairs cutting across her cheeks like knife slashes. She had sweat and ash smudged across her face, and seemed deadly pale in the night, the rips in her dress more pronounced as the loose fabric was caught in the wind. Hiccup didn't spare the beauty of Scotland a single glance as they flew. It just could not compete.

"So yah any good at flying Haddock?" Merida asked, breaking Hiccups daydream and causing the boy to blink dazedly.

"What?" He asked.

"Flying? Yah as good at it as me riding, because so far Toothless seems to be doing all the work," Merida giggled, catching Toothless's eye as he grinned gummily at his passengers.

"I- wha- Hey! What is this? When did you two form this alliance?" Hiccup snapped, spotting the shared look the princess and dragon gave each other. Both partners in crime snickered at this, Merida pulling Hiccup into a hug and resting her chin on the boys shoulder. She smiled at the blush on the his cheeks.

"Don't worry Hic, I'm sure you're a brilliant flyer, that's why were currently going at the speed of a butterfly," It was true that they had slowed down considerably since there take off, and were now gliding gently through the darkening sky. No real destination was in mind, though the mountains where growing larger and larger as they approached.

"Hey! I just slowed down because I thought you were scared," Hiccup replied coolly, head still turned so he could see Merida. The princess narrowed her eyes at this. She then unwound her arms from Hiccups chest, crossing them as she observed the Viking.

"S-see," Merida said, though her voice held a quiver as she fought the urge to grab onto the saddle. "No ones scared Hic, not-" But Merida broke off the end of her sentence as Hiccup twitched the mechanical stirrup still attached to the dragon's tail, causing Toothless to do a small dive. Merida shrieked and grabbed onto the boy in front of her for dear life. When the princess realized with a pang of embarrassment that they were in fact not falling out of the sky she sat up quickly, both a glare and a blush on her face. "You double-crossing scum of the earth." Merida growled, but Hiccup only grinned innocently at her.

"You dung eating, underdressed heatbanger."

"Underdressed?" Hiccup snickered raising an eyebrow. "That really hurts Merida, I don't think we can keep company after that."

"Oh shut up!" Merida snapped, "Don't be an arse about this Haddock or I'll push you off."

"Okay Merida sorry," Hiccup snickered, and flicked the black prosthetic so they began to slowly descend towards the tree line, their speed picking up with every wing beat. "You sure about this Mary?" Hiccup shouted over the building wind, turning around so he was facing forward, his body bending again to get into the slipstream.

"I'm giving you a chance to show off Hic, never known you to miss one of those before," Merida called in reply, also ducking down so she would not catch so much wind this time. Hiccup smirked before flicking the prosthetic into manual, allowing him full control over the tail fin. "Ready Toothless?" Hiccup shouted as their speed heightened immensely. The Night Fury snorted in response, and pulled his ears back.

The dragon dived below the tree line, Hiccup manoeuvring them expertly through the tall evergreens and staying above the more bushy oaks. They performed a spin as the dragon and rider rose again, startling a group of nesting turkey vultures. The birds soared up beside them; their large black body's racing to escape the Night Fury. Merida watched them twirl and spin next to her, looking like nightmares in the dark. Hiccup twitched the mettle stirrup, sending the dragon into a deep turn, the humans body's now flying paralleled to the close tree line. Gravity ripped at both boy and girl as the force of their turn scattered the leaves of the trees they were flying so close to. Performing another spin that made Merida's stomach turn the midnight flyers rose up towards the cloud cover, stopping just before they disappeared into the dark mist. Hiccup turned to watch the ground rushing towards them as they fell to the earth, Toothless not making a motion to stop their descent until they were just about to hit the branches of the spruce tree rocketing towards them. Merida let out a gasp but it soon turned into a shriek of excitement as they flew fast towards the mountainside. Hiccup pulled up on the saddle as they hit the Firefalls, water spraying as Toothless' front paw clashed against the falling stream. The dragon spun so the humans on his back were facing the cascading water, their shadow outlined against the shimmering liquid silver. Hiccup outstretched a hand so his fingertips were peppered with water. Merida laughed at this and she too caught up some of the sparkling liquid.

They climbed higher and higher tell the small party was looking at a view even the mountains could not see. Rising higher and higher Merida watched as the world she thought she would never leave vanished behind a cloud, her home swallowed and an infinity of stars opening up in front of her. Hiccup flew them close to the cloud cover, allowing Merida to reach down and run her hand through the mist, surprised when only water particles clung to her skin and not cotton. Golden eagles soon joined them in their flight, soring beside Merida and Hiccup and acting like guardians in the night, keeping the children safe just for the time being.

Hiccup slowly began a descent again as Merida waved goodbye to the golden birds. Clouds swallowed the eagles shape as the dragon dived towards the ground, the princess feeling a small twinge of sadness to watch them go. It vanished however as she and Hiccup broke the clouds and saw were their flight had taken them.

The ocean was opening up in front of them. Merida and Hiccup gasped as they watched the blue shimmering water stretch out in all directions. Both boy and girl whipped their heads around to see Scotland slowly drifting away from them, it's green mossy surface merely the size of a coin. Then, far faster than Merida expected, her home was gone. She was now the farthest from anything she had ever known in her life, out in the middle of the ocean, speeding with some pace north.

Both boy and girl stared at the horizon that had once held Scotland, a new question rising in both their minds that neither wanted to address. But then Hiccup caught Merida's eye, and she turned to face him.

"Do you want to keep going?" Hiccup asked, his voice barely above a whisper, "Just for a little while?"

"Where would we go?" Merida asked. The idea that somewhere else existed besides Scotland was a foreign subject to her. For all her life the only place she had ever thought she could visit were other places in Scotland; that was as far as the maps stretched in her library. But now however, there were places and things popping into her head that had been almost like other worlds to her. Somewhere where people lived in eternal snow and made houses from the ice itself. Somewhere where animals walked that were as large as catapults, and had necks that could reach the tallest of trees. Somewhere where people built a wall so long and strong it was said to protect and entire country. There were Romans and gladiators, samurai's and Knights of valor. A place that lived in tomorrow and held wonders no one had ever seen before.

"Where do _you_ want to go?" Hiccup asked her, allowing Merida to fall comfortably back to the small world she knew. "We have the whole world to explore. And we can do it in a night if you want."

Merida thought for a moment, before smiling at her answer.

"I want to go to Berk," Merida replied. Hiccup blinked once, and then frowned.

"Berk?" Hiccup asked, spitting the word out like it was a cuss. "Why Berk? Nothings there."

"I want to see your home," Merida said stubbornly. "You've already seen mine, I want to see where you grew up." Hiccup sighed, realizing there was no convincing the princess otherwise.

"We could be flying towards Egypt right now, and you want to see Berk, a place that is famous for nothing, has achieved nothing and has full plans on keeping it that way," Hiccup grumbled.

"Yes," Merida nodded, liking the sound of the adventure already. "Sometimes a place can surprise you." Merida added as Hiccup steered them begrudgingly towards his homeland.

"The only surprise Berk has ever given me is a cold rain," Hiccup said sourly, twitching the metal stirrup again to allow Toothless to regain control of the black tail fin. Merida frowned at this, noticing the movement for the first time. Confusion building the girl followed a metal wire that was running from the metal stirrup. It crisscrossed and looped around other metal along the dragon's side and eventually ended in one of Toothless's tail fins. Merida squinted at this fin, noticing with rising dread that its colour was off from the rest of the dragon's scaly body.

Hiccup whipped his head around when Merida emitted a sharp gasp. Craning over his shoulder to see what the girl was staring at a familiar guilt bit at his stomach as he spotted Toothless' prostatic. "Wha- who did it?" Merida stammered, turning around to glare at Hiccup, her cheeks hot.

"Oh that," Hiccup said, his voice shaky. "Yeah well you see…" Hiccup trailed off here shooting Toothless a look, eyes desperate for help. Toothless merely gave him a look of contempt and glided closer to the ocean, watching the human girls reactions in the water as Hiccup gave her a guilty look. "You see, when I first met Toothless, I didn't really know… much about anything and I-" Hiccup bit his lip, his eyes darting away from Merida's fierce expression. She was narrowing her eyes with confusion, not appearing to pick up on the subtle implication. Hiccup sighed and continued. "I kinda, shot-" Here Hiccup demonstrated animatedly with his hands the act of a dragon falling from the sky. "Shot him down resulting in him losing a tail fin." There was a pause as Merida processed the information, and then the girl plowed her fist into the boys arm.

"You!" Merida shouted over Hiccups cry of pain. A colourful flow of foul language followed, something that Toothless apparently found very amusing.

"I know I know!" Hiccup snapped, throwing his arms up to block another punch to the shoulder. "But I didn't know then I was stupid." Merida softened at the note of real remorse in the Vikings voice. Giving Hiccup a small smile the Princess turned to observe the prostatic again.

"So what did you make him?" Merida asked, squinting at the complicated mass of crossing mettle and moving parts. Hiccup smiled down at his handy work, flicking the tail again so the dragon moved further away from the choppy water and allowed Merida to watch as the gears in the tail moved.

"It's a tail fin, works just as well as a normal scaly one, only this one isn't fireproof," Hiccup frowned in contemplation at that, looking like he was making a mental note. "Need to fix that don't know how yet . . ." Merida could only guess how Hiccup had figured out how to make something like this, though now she was having the suspicion that not all the scars on the boys arms were from blacksmithing. Merida smiled at the prostatic as Toothless glided perfectly above a large wave, missing the water completely.

Then two memory's clicked in her head and she gasped.

"You liar!" Merida snapped, though she didn't sound very angry. Hiccup made to duck from another punch but all he received was Merida's small arms curling back around his thin torso.

"What- Mary I thought we went over this already," Hiccup said with surprise, turning to see Merida grinning at him, her chin on his shoulder.

"You said you never invented anything!" Merida laughed, the joy of flying finally hitting her as she fully realized what was happening. "But look at us now!" This the princess shouted, her voice echoing across the waters. Giggling hysterically Merida pressed her hands over her mouth, her cheeks glowing. Hiccup grinned at her from over his shoulder, his copper hair catching in the wind and ruffling across his pale face, green eyes glinting as they stared at the laughing princess behind him. "We're flying," The redhead said softly, white teeth glinting as she mirrored Hiccups grin.

"I thought you would never notice," Hiccup chuckled, heart rising along with the dragon beneath him as he watched the euphoria play across her face life fire light.

"We're flying," Merida repeated, her hands moving from her mouth to instead spread out beside her like a bird, her fingers extended fully, hair billowing behind her. "We're flying!" Merida shouted, her voice skipping across the water like a stone. Merida straightened her back, moving away from Hiccup and the slipstream to catch the salty wind in her face, her blue eyes fixed on the horizon.

Hiccup watched her from below, his back still curved and chest pressed against the saddle. Almost absentmindedly the Viking steered the dragon. Toothless rolled his eyes at the human's antics, realizing he was going to have to do much of the steering on this flight. Hiccup barely noticed as the dragon took control, his eyes were reflecting small images of Merida flying as he stared at the girl. Her red hair was out of her face at this point, instead flaming out behind her, allowing her blue eyes to stand out sharply against her pale face. The clouds above her were quickly speeding past as they flew, their colour a deep purple. Ghostly moonlight had managed to pierce its way through areas in the dark sky, and was gathering like dew drops along Merida's bone white skin. The blue eyes blinked once, then slowly drifted down from the oncoming horizon to meet the large green ones below. The boy and girl looked at each other, a wordless conversation passing between them with two nervous but excited smiles. Merida was stepping back into the rainstorm again as she watched Hiccup, emotions building along with her pulse beat. He seemed to have grown up, looking all too familiar to the girl's eyes. She leaned forward slightly, nerves prickling up her neck as she pulled her arms back in, her fingers digging into the saddle. Hiccup slowly straightened up so they were at eye level, also leaning slightly forward, his green eyes reflecting red and blue as the clouds flew by. There was a pause, as the Viking and the Princess waited, neither moving for fear of the other pulling back. Then Hiccup leaned forward again.

"We could always keep going past Berk. Miss tomorrow and the challenges," The Viking waited for Merida to move in closer, his heart about ready to abandon ship as he watched Merida. The princess seemed to be half dreaming as she watched him, but then that light expression cracked as she pulled away from him, her cheeks losing their colour in one shaky breath. Hiccups chest tightened as the girl pulled back, a stinging sensation braking over his nervous system so he felt both hot and cold at the same time. "Sorry," The boy mumbled, quickly pulling away from the girl as well and turned around in the saddle.

"Challenges!" Merida gasped, her stomach twisting. "I-I it's my fault."

Hiccup blinked at this and turned around to see the redhead had a hand pressed over her mouth, the other grabbing a fist full of her hair.

"What? Oh!" Hiccup saw the pain flash across Merida's face as the true consequences of her past action hit.

"No no no Mary it's not," Hiccup said soothingly, quickly spinning in the saddle so he could put a hand on the shaking girls shoulder. Merida gave a breathy sob, no tears escaping her eyes but instead a red creeping over her face. She bowed her head and tried to sniff without Hiccup hearing. Hiccup ducked his head as well so they kept eye contact, gently pulling on Merida's wrist to tug her hand away from her face.

"It's not your fault, you didn't know," Hiccup said with a smile, intertwining his fingers with Merida's, his other free hand gently untangling her fingers from her hair.

"I challenged you to fight a dragon. I did it. You can't fight one, your best mates one," Merida stammered, her face all hot though her eyes stayed dry.

"You didn't know," Hiccup repeated again, face sorrowful as he watched Merida look away with guilt. "Look Toothless isn't mad," Hiccup said quickly, nudging the dragon with his heel. Toothless looked back at the small apple smelling human, giving her a gummy smile. Merida saw this through her curtain of red hair, some of the heat leaving her face as she smiled shyly back at the dragon. "And I-I'm not mad," The Viking said with a stutter. Merida blinked at that. His tone sounded almost desperate for her to be all right. That brought a different kind of heat to her cheeks. Merida slowly sat up again, returning eye contact with the Viking. "We don't even have to go back tomorrow," This caused Merida to pause.

"We don't," It wasn't a question it was a realization.

"No, they don't know where we are. They would never believe it," Hiccup replied quickly, but hesitated on his next sentence. "We could just leave- for a while."

"Leave?" Merida asked a slight smile curling her lips.

"Yeah, just you, me and Toothless. For a week or two. If you're not doing anything," Hiccup said shyly, eyes darting to the side for a moment. When they flicked back to Merida she was smiling more broadly.

"Like a vacation?" The princess giggled.

"Yeah. We could take a break from Scotland. Go see England and Africa," The Viking replied, losing his shyness in Merida's smile.

"And Berk first," Merida cut in. "I still want to go to Berk." Hiccup sighed at this, but dared not argue the point.

"Berk first," The boy said a little begrudgingly.

"Mum is going to be worried," Merida frowned. An odd mix of guilt and satisfaction was pulling at her.

"Yeah dad too," Hiccup bit his lip.

"But we're not really in danger," Merida said quickly, the guilt subsiding in both children's minds.

"Yeah, and we won't stay away forever, just to miss the challenges and a bit after," Hiccup added on quickly.

"Right, we can go home and explain after, just-" Merida nodded, the excitement of the journey taking over the guilt of leaving home.

"Just not right now," Hiccup finished for her, his chest also losing its heavy worry and instead filling with anticipation to the vacation he was about to spend with Merida.

Both children smiled at each other as they quickly fell into a comfortable silence, Merida resting her head on Hiccups shoulder as they waited for Berk to appear in the horizon. Below them Toothless was rolling his eyes that the small humans, hoping this wasn't another one of Hiccup's plans that blows up in his face. Most unfortunate for Hiccup and Merida however, the dragon was right to worry.

The flight past far quicker than Hiccup expected. It was four hours by air to Berk, but Toothless being a Night Fury of course managed to cut the flight time in half. Berk slowly grew out of the horizon, looking like nothing more than a speck at first. But slowly that speck bloomed into a blot that then rose into an island.

Berk lay below them now, looking exactly as Hiccup remembered it. It had been over a week since the Viking had seen the tiny Island but somehow he felt like it should have been different when he got here, as if the land was meant to grow and change into something unrecognizable on the Vikings return. Merida shifted beside him, stirring from her drowsy state to lean over the dragon, her fingers biting into Hiccups shoulder_. _

"It looks just like you said it would," Merida giggled, grinning up at the Viking, her white teeth glinting.

"Yeah, like nothing much," Hiccup replied dryly, casting a careless glance down at the small village below him.

"Nah, don't be so daft Hic, it's not that bad. Its peaceful," Merida shot back, watching a clump of cloud slowly spiral its way around the tall spindly looking mountains.

"Anything looks peaceful from one hundred feet. Bet there's a bar fight going on right now," Hiccup deadpanned, pulling up on the saddle so the Dragon began climbing, ready to disappear back into the clouds.

"I'd love to visit it again some time, when we can walk around and meet everyone," Merida said wistfully, watching the candlelight of Berk.

The clouds above her head dripped moisture into her hair, but Hiccup held them there for a moment, not wanting to watch his home leave just yet. The dragon made another pass over the village, still keeping close to the clouds in fear of being spotted.

"I'll take you there some time," Hiccup smiled, not hating the sight of home quite as much this second time. He turned to face Merida over his shoulder. "Maybe after our vacation?" Merida smirked at this, pulling her arms around Hiccups torso, as she got ready to dive into the clouds. Berk was behind them now, the village still bright enough to be seen, but disappearing fast in the swallowing night.

"So where next Haddock? Your choice," The princess asked, smiling wider at the excitement that flashed over Hiccups face.

"Uh," The boy thought for a moment, eyes narrowing as he ran through locations in his mind. But then Toothless's ears snapped against his head and his pupils turned to slits.

Hiccup and Merida pressed their hands over their ears, eyes squeezing shut as a horrible shriek split the air. It was followed in quick succession by a bellowing roar that caused both children's teeth to chatter. Blinking his eyes open Hiccup looked above him to see what had made the noise, only for his mouth to drop open. The head of a dragon was diving out of the clouds just above his him, the rest of its green body following it in quick succession. Hiccup ducked to avoid the large claws of the deadly Nadder, and pulled Merida out of the way as the tail swiped ominously over their heads. Both children pressed themselves against Toothless, watching the Nadder sink below them, a mangled sheep dangling from its maw. There was more growling, then Toothless quickly moved out of the way as another dragon, this time a Monstrous Nightmare, glided out of the mist and right past the shrinking humans heads. Merida paled as the dragon glided above them, what looked to be a deer clutched in its talons. Some blood dripped onto the Princess and Vikings backs as the beast flew above them. Hiccup tried to ignore the horrible feeling of sticky red liquid running down his back.

"What in heaven's name is going on?" Merida whispered, arms tightening around Hiccups chest. Hiccup narrowed his eyes at the dragons, watching the dead animals lull limply in their murderers grip.

"It looks like they're bringing in their kill," Hiccup replied, watching five more dragons join their party.

"Bless and guide us," Merida muttered to whomever was listening, her eyes growing wide as three Gronckle's buzzed past her.

Hiccup was watching the dragons with hitched breath, counting them silently as more and more joined them in the sky.

"Toothless get us out of here bud," The Viking said shakily, his skin crawling as a Zippleback turned its yellow eyes on him, its other head snapping hungrily at Merida. "Toothless," Hiccup repeated, this time with a bite of fear in his voice. Toothless however didn't appear to be listening to the small human on his back. The Night Fury's yellow eyes were fixed ahead, ears flicking as he listened to something the children could not hear.

Merida shrieked as the dragon performed a small sharp dive, his front claws scraping up water as Toothless hit the ocean again. The hundreds of dragons now around them followed the Night Fury's lead, spraying water down the human's backs as they two hit the sea.

Suddenly large jagged rocks emerged from the fog. Toothless performed a spin around one, turning Merida green as they went. Hiccup had the feeling of spiders crawling down his neck as he looked around; an all too familiar looking ship flew past. There was a large chunk missing from it and the entire craft had been skewered on one of the large rocks, a tattered Berk flag still fluttering from its broken mast. Hiccup craned his neck to try and keep the ship in view, but a startled gasp from Merida caused the boy to instead fix his attention on her. Merida's eyes had grown wide as she stared in front of them, a mountain like shape taking form in the reflection of her startled irises. Dread building Hiccup spun in the saddle to see what the Princess was staring at, his own startled eyes reflecting the bewitched dragons final destination.

It turned out wasn't a mountain, but instead an enormous volcano. Dark volcanic rock reached all the way up to the heavens, its glowing mouth just brushing the cloud line. A thick crack ran down the side of the rock, the glow of hot lava visible even from this distance.

"Hiccup what is this place?" Merida whispered in the Vikings ear, blue eyes wide as Toothless began to flap up the Volcano. Hiccup shot a frantic look over his shoulder to see the scores of dragons behind them, each clutching something dead in their mouths or talons.

"Hiccup have you ever seen this before?" Merida asked again her voice sharper this time. Scores of terrible terrors rocked past them, their small body disappearing into the cleft side.

Green eyes darted around again, spotting the flying reptiles coming in from above, new shapes and species the Viking had never seen before. "Hiccup!" Merida cried, her fingers tightening around the boys green tunic as Toothless finally touched down, jostling the humans on his back as they went.

"Merida," Hiccup whispered, his eyes fixed in front of him as Toothless's claws clacked on the hot rock beneath them. A cave was opening wide, the glow of hot lava lighting up what looked to be a catacomb of moving wings and dragon roars. "Hold me tight and don't draw attention. We found the Dragons nest."

Merida's mouth felt dry at those words. The look on Hiccups face was all she needed to tell her just how serious their adventure had just become.

Toothless took off again and glided bat like into the cave system. The heat of the place caused both Merida and Hiccup to gasp, their pale skin almost sizzling as beads of sweat peppered their arms and faces. Hiccup's left hand let go of the saddle to grab onto one of Merida's arms still wrapped around his torso, his right still clutching the leather to stop them both from falling. He just wanted to make sure she was still there with him as they flapped above the dragon's nest, the drop below them deep enough to break both children's necks. Hot red light was illuminating their faces, hinting towards the boiling lava waiting for them just below.

The dragon's cave was a buzz with movement. Creatures of all shapes and sizes were flying around them. Dragons were crawling up the walls and hanging from stalactites. Small baby dragons were flapping around their mothers like ducklings, and older battle scarred dragons were growling and snapping at what ever came near. One thing was consistent however between dragon to dragon, they all were carrying something dead with them, the heat from the lava casting the smell of roasting meat. Merida wrinkled her nose at this, burring her head into Hiccups shoulder as she tried not to be sick. Hiccup squeezed her sweaty hand, his teeth grit as he tried to regain control of the black prosthetic from Toothless.

The sound of metal clicked and Hiccup steered them away from the center of the dragon's nest to instead land behind a large stalagmite, their shape hidden in shadow.

"Toothless snap out of it!" Hiccup said in his dragon's ear. Toothless shook his head at Hiccups words, the buzzing in his ear dissipating as they left the middle of the nest. "I need you right now bud, please."

The dragons black pupils dilated back to their normal full, Toothless panting slightly as he became aware of where he was. Immediately his shoulders hunched and the dragon ducked to the ground, fear eating at his mind as he saw where he had dragged Hiccup and the redhead girl.

"What are they doing?" Merida whispered as Viking and Princess watched the dragons from their hiding spot. Hiccups eyes narrowed as he saw a Nadder drop her goat from her talons and into the deep pit. Three of her fellow flying reptiles joined her, dropping a sheep each.

"They're not eating the kill," Hiccup muttered, his brow furrowing in puzzlement. Now all the dragons were dive bombing the pit, each dropping whatever dead thing they had dangling from their clutches. The hot light swallowed the food, not a single morsel saved for the dragons now flapping empty handed towards their perches. "Well it's good to see that all our food has been dumped down a hole," Hiccup said dryly.

Merida's face clouded in puzzlement as she leaned forward to watch the dragons closer, spotting a hungry looking Zippleback fly sadly back to his chirping babies, nuzzling the malnourished hatchlings as he arrived.

"Why though? They look hungry enough," The Princess grabbed onto the saddle and swung herself over the edge of their cliff side. Hiccup gasped and grabbed onto her waist, stopping the girl from falling from the spot completely.

"What are you doing?" Hiccup sputtered.

"Getting a better look," Merida replied, narrowing her eyes as she stared at the pit. "I think there's something moving down there."

Hiccup too leaned forward, head tilting as he stared at the hot red light.

A Nightmare flew slightly closer to the pit than usual, his grizzled battle worn scales catching the hot light and making him look even more grotesque. The Dragon dropped the dead elk from his talons, the animal's tattered body dropping out of sight. However as the beast flew up, its wings dispersed the hot red smoke that was hanging in the air. Both children's eyes widened at what they saw was hiding just below them.

Something in the shape of a woman was sitting on a raised platform at the edge of the pit. She was seated on a throne that appeared to be carved from bone and dragon scales. However she wasn't sitting on it like a human would, instead she was hunched over, perched almost bird like with her toes curled over the edge of the seat. The woman was bent over the remains of something, the animal fur still seen in patches. She was ravenously eating the hunk of meat, ripping and snapping at the tuff food. Blood was smeared over her cheeks and nose, and her fingers were dripping with the sticky red substance. "There's another human in here?" Hiccup said slowly, face twisted in discussed as he watched the woman stuff the last of the animal in her mouth, spraying blood down her front.

"Is there?" Merida whispered back, fear entering her voice as her sharp eyes picked out strange details to the woman's complexion. Hiccup gasped as a forked tongue shot out from the woman's bloody lips, licking at the blood staining her hands. The smoke was clearing more and more as the terrified children watched, their stomach churning as the thing in front of them grew clearer and clearer.

She had blue skin. It was scaly in many places but in others human skin was visible. In those areas it looked scratched and bitten, like she had been shedding what little human flesh she still had. Her hair was long and black, but it did not hold the consistency of human locks. It dripped from her head, looking like tar as it drooled down her back and splattered on to the ground. Her dress was made of the same sticky stuff. Black ooze was draped across her shoulders, her neckline changing as the stuff dripped. It fell to about her knees; the hem changing lengths and styles as well, depending on how the tar fell down her thin body. Her eyes however were the worse. They blinked from a face far too human looking. Her features were soft, and once beautiful. But now dragon eyes were crinkled into a smile as she played with the blood dripping from her clawed hands. Her irises were gone, swallowed by a sick solid yellow. Her pupils were black, and slits. All together the woman cast the feeling of horror down Merida and Hiccups spines, spiders crawling up their arms as they watched the witch look around the nest. Her bloodied lips twisted into a smile, sharp white teeth glinting as she observed the dragons shrink away from her in fear.

Getting to her feet the woman walked bare foot over to the edge of her precipice. Bending down she picked up one of the dropped dead animals, licking her lips as she did so. Grabbing the rabbit's leg, she in one swift movement ripped it off the limp bunny. Hiccup looked away as the rabbit disappeared down the witch's throat, his stomach about ready to give up as the moan of pleasure and braking bone reached his ears. "Bloody hell," Merida muttered behind him. She herself wasn't able to take her eyes away from the witch as she slurped up the rabbit ears.

The sudden appearance of a Gronckle however, caught both children's attention. They watched the smaller dragon buzz lazily into the dragon's' nest, looking around absentmindedly. The beast hovered over the pit, opening its mouth to drop a single small cod down into the depths. This caught the witches attention as well, her yellow eyes darkening as she watched the Gronckle scratch itself. Frowning she whispered something Hiccup and Merida could not hear, but apparently it resonated quite deeply with the Gronckle. Its eyes widened as it tried to fly as quickly as it could away from the pit, heading straight towards Hiccup and Merida's hiding spot. Hiccup got ready to take off but before he could a rumbling shook the earth. Something larger than anything Hiccup and Merida had ever seen before rose out of the bowels of the Volcano, and swallowed the Gronckle in one bite.

Both boy and girl gasped, as the largest dragon in living memory slowly sank back into the pit, its six eyes opening to look around. "What the fuc-" Merida was cut off as the cloudy blue eyes flicked towards them. The humans body heat lit them up for the gigantic dragon to see, her eyes narrowing as she gazed hungrily at the pale children.

"Okay time to go!" Hiccup shouted at Toothless as the Monster of a dragon once again rose out of the pit, mouth opening wide enough to swallow a roman navy whole. Toothless took off, dodging the snapping jaws and making an escape over the beasts head.

The Witch of Berk watched the small black dragon fly with wide eyes, recognizing it instantly as her missing Night Fury. "There you are," She hissed, sharp tongue tasting the air. She paused however as a strange taste filled her mouth. _What? There haven't been any near here in centuries. _The witch thought.

Glaring up at the small bat like dragon the witch stepped over to the wall of the cave, her hand balling into a fist as she concentrated. Then she slammed her open palm against the rock wall, and a crack ripped up the stone. Black tar quickly oozed from her hand, racing up the crack she had created. It ran through the crisscrossing breaks in the ceiling, until it collected on the base of a large stalagmite.

Merida had been watching the witch from Toothless's back, her wide eyes gazing with fear and disbelief as the tar ran towards them. "Hiccup watch out!" The princess screamed. Hiccup who had been busy steering Toothless towards the cave's mouth, quickly spun in the saddle to see what Merida was talking about. The stalagmite was falling straight at them. Sucking a cuss between his teeth the Viking quickly performed a spin, flying Toothless expertly up the falling rock. However just as the Night Fury cleared the stalactite, Hiccup and Merida were both hit in the chest by the tar that had caused the rock to break in the first place. It knocked the air out of Hiccup as the added weight pulled him back. But before he slipped from the Night Fury's back his foot clicked in the mettle stirrup, stopping his fall. Merida however let out a shriek, her fingers reaching desperately for Hiccups tunic. But the wait of the hardening tar dragged the girl back. "Hiccup!" Merida screamed, gravity grabbing her small falling body like the jaws of a hungry bear. Hiccup turned his head so fast it cricked his neck, but he barely registered the pain as he watched Merida falling, her hand still stretched out towards him.

"Merida!" Hiccup called back, pulling at Toothless's saddle so they flipped in the air, diving towards the falling princess.

The witch's yellow dragon eyes watch the girl falling with the utmost surprise, her face splattered with shock. Her confusion grew as she heard a boy's voice answer the girls screaming. Acid eyes flicked up and watched the Night Fury perform a dive, speeding like a flying arrow towards the falling redhead. Then she saw the boy, and it made her blood run even colder. A Viking child was riding the Night Fury, _Her _Night Fury. The small Viking let go of the saddle the witch could now see was slung across the dragon's back and reached down to catch the girl's hand before she disappeared into the pit. There was a moment when the boys frantic green eyes looked up, meeting her own angry gaze with shock. Her expression darkened as the boy stared at her, but she used these few seconds of eye contact to her advantage. There was a good reason why none of her dragons looked her directly in the eye, and this foolish Viking brat was about to find out exactly why.

Hiccup stared at the woman for a moment, his mind feeling sluggish for some reason. But as Merida's sweaty hand began to slip from his, Hiccup blinked. Looking down Hiccup stared at Merida's frightened expression causing his brain to shake off the daydream like feeling. Pulling hard and gritting his teeth Hiccup dragged Merida back onto Toothless. A strange prickling sensation was crawling over his skin, and he didn't want to stay in this boiling hell for a second longer.

"Merida hang on!" Hiccup cried, shouting over the roaring of dragons that was beating down on his eardrums. The Viking flicked the metal stirrup, spinning once as he flew at the witch. The blue woman ducked as the Night Fury flew over her head. Hissing in frustration she tried to take control over the blasted thing, but found her thoughts could no longer penetrate the dragon's mind. Hissing and spitting the witch turned to find her Queen Dragon. Annoyance bit at her nerves when she saw the damned thing swatting and biting at a score of tiny dragons spinning around her head. A school of terrible terrors were pestering the Queen, distracting it so the Night Fury could make its escape. "Red!" The witch screamed, turning the Queens pupils to slits as she turned to face her mistress. "Kill them! Kill them now!" The blue woman screeched her yellow eyes trained on the retreating black Night Fury, its rider steering them through the maze of stalactites as they raced to the cave's exit.

The Red Death growled, letting loose a torrent of fire to get the pestering terrible terror's away from her. Two of the small dragons disappeared into the flames, both giving a scream of agony that was cut short. The Red Death turned, and began to make its way towards the flapping little black dragon; small human faces peeking back at her from aboard the retreating Night Fury.

The blue woman hissed as she focused on the caves exit, grinding her sharp teeth as she began to form a magical barrier to prevent anything from leaving her nest. Hiccup watched this wall take shape with wide eyes. Tar appearing out of nowhere on the cave mouth's corners, slowly climbing up with spider like arms to cover the exit. "Come on Toothless!" Hiccup shouted, just as the last of the outside light was about to disappear. The Night Fury narrowed his eyes, and a piercing hiss filled the air. Plasma blasted from the dragon's maw, splintering apart the tar wall just before it closed.

The witch gave a shriek of anger as the black dragon disappeared from her sight, its small form spinning and pressing its wings against its body to fit through the small hole in her trap. A second later the Red Death slammed against the tar covered exit, her own furious scream causing several more stalactites to fall from the cave's ceiling. Growling the witch gazed around her, the small little dragons backing away from her angry look and into their dens. But then an idea came to mind and a sick smile curled around her half human features. Taking a deep breath she closed her eyes, remembering those wide, scared green human eyes of the Viking.

Hiccup and Merida were both having their own small panic attacks as they flew quickly away from the dragon's nest. Hiccup was digging his fingers into the leather of the saddle and Merida had her hands pressed over her mouth, the feeling of falling still not quite gone. Toothless was flying slightly crooked, his own eyes wide as he realized what he had just done.

Breathing heavily Hiccup turned in his saddle, eyes looking for any dragons or witches following them. No one was there however, and the knot of anxiety lessened slightly in his chest. "Thank you bud," Hiccup said weakly, patting Toothless's side.

"Merida are you okay?" The Viking asked his voice breathy like he had just ran a marathon.

"Oh yeah," Merida said voice muffled from behind her shaking fingers. "So Hiccup . . . have you- _ever_- seen something like that before?" Merida asked, a bit too casual. She felt slightly drunk, like her head was full of water. "Because if you have, I would really like to know if they have a weak spot," Hiccup laughed nervously, his own body feeling lighter then usual.

"N-no that was new, and terrifying. I guess you were right about a place surprising you."

"Mhh." Merida agreed, her hands still pressed over her mouth. She cast a fearful look over her shoulder, blue eyes darting back and forth as she looked for attackers.

"Why didn't they follow us?" The princess asked, her hands falling from her mouth.

"I don't know but right now I'm not really complaining," Hiccup answered, body turned to watch the volcano grow smaller and smaller. Merida smiled at Hiccups dry tone, turning back to him. But when she saw Hiccups face again, her small smile quickly fell.

"Hiccup?" Merida said slowly, worry laced through her words. Hiccups green eyes blinked at Merida's tone, pulling away from the now tiny Volcano to stare instead at the girl behind him.

"Mary? What is it-" But then Hiccup stopped, his eyes widening as he tasted something coppery. Merida watched the boy with mounting fear as dark blood slowly dripped out of his nose, running over his lips and down to his chin. Hiccup ran his tongue over his upper lip, tasting the copper blood now dripping off his jaw line. "What?" Hiccup said breathily, his own voice sounding muffled in his ears.

"What is-" The Viking pressed a hand under his nose to stop the bleeding. Merida noticed as he did so that his veins were standing out sharp against almost translucent skin, his colour turning pale and clammy.

"Hiccup you have a fever," Merida gasped, placing a hand to the boy's forehead as the other stretched out to steady the shaking Viking. "What's going on? Can you hear me?" Hiccups eyes had gone glassy as he stared blankly back at her. Sweat was collecting on his face, the blood from his nose starting to roll over his shaking hand.

"Hiccup!" Merida shouted but didn't get a response. Hiccup didn't even blink.

Then without warning the Viking began to slide off the saddle, his mind buzzing as glassy eyes looked blankly at Merida. The Princess screamed as the boy began to go limp, his hand falling from his face to dangle dead like from the dragon's back. "Hiccup!" Merida cried, grabbing the boy's arm to keep him on the dragon. Toothless gave a screech of concern, trying to look over his shoulder to see what was wrong with his rider. Hiccup's eyes were open, but he made no motion to answer Merida. His head lulled forward, body weight falling into Merida's arms as she struggled to keep the boy from falling sideways again.

Cursing through rushed breaths Merida was struggling with Hiccups wait when a shriek from Toothless caught her attention. Looking up from the motionless Viking Merida's eyes met a sight that caused her rushed breath to stop with one fearful gasp. They were falling. Hiccup had had the prostatic fin in manual, and now his foot was dangling uselessly off the dragon's back. The metal stirrup was empty and they were now dropping out of the sky.

Hiccup dully heard Merida's scream and Toothless roar as air rushed past him. He was dangling in Merida's arms, completely aware of everything that was going on, but still could not move or make a noise. All he could do was watch as his two best friends fell from the sky, himself useless to help them.

Hiccup tried to move again, even just a finger, but the buzzing in his ears just grew louder, rising his panic as the earth grew closer and closer. But then a soft whisper breathed against his ear, causing Hiccups skin to crawl.

"Oh isn't this interesting. I've never been in a humans head before," The Witch of Berk's chuckled, her voice like a lullaby in Hiccups ear. "So tell me Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the third, how did you come across my Night Fury?"

* * *

><p><strong>So I would like to personally apologise to Hiccup and Merida for all the shit I'm about to put them through. Sorry guys its not going to be easy for you both for the next few chapters. Also sorry this chapter took so long. I had a lot of trouble with it and there are a lot of ruff drafts of this stupid chapter. Let me know what you think in the review.<strong>

**Thank you for reading! **

**P.S: If anyone is wondering why the terrible terrors were the only dragons to help Hiccup and Merida, those are the dragons Hiccup meat on the beach and gave them a fish. So they have had an interaction with him and for reasons to be revealed later, that allowed them to not be possessed by the Red Death or the Witch of Berk. **


	20. Chapter 20: Queen of Dragons

Chapter 20

Queen of Dragons

Hiccup was falling. His head lulled against Merida's shoulder as he lay limp in her arms, copper bangs blowing into his blankly staring eyes. Merida herself was hyperventilating, teeth grinding together as she tried to hang onto both Hiccup and the saddle beneath her. Occasionally Toothless would slip in the air, spiralling and flipping until the two children lost track of where the earth and the sky were.

Narrowing her eyes against the wind ripping at her hair Merida lowered her body to the saddle, fists digging into Hiccup's tunic to keep him from falling. Hesitating for a second Merida shakily pulled herself forward. Hiccup slipped slightly in her hold, his head rolling off her shoulder to instead dangle from Toothless's back. Merida quickly tightened her grip, stopping the boy's slow descent off the falling dragons back. The redhead gave a small gasp of relief and pulled Hiccup closer to her. Blue eyes screwed shut as Merida tried to slow her breathing, bile rising in the back of her throat. Suppressing the urge to be sick the princess blinked her eyes open again, her small face-hardening.

Frowning in determination Merida pulled herself forward again, one hand wrapped around Hiccup's torso, the other turning white as she clutched the leather of the saddle, slowly dragging herself forward towards the stirrups. "I got you Hic," Merida panted, still keeping a tight hold on the Viking as she worked her way up to the head of the panicking dragon. "I don't know if you can hear me but if you can don't worry, I'll save us . . . somehow," Merida half hoped the boy in her arms would nod in response, but his body lay still, as if dead.

Though Hiccup could hear the stuttering words of the princess above him he was in fact not listening to what Merida was saying. The boy's attention was firmly fixed on the voice crawling like spiders inside his head.

"You're not too far from home are you Haddock?" The witches voice hissed. "Resident of Berk, born and raised and- well look at that, hope and heir to the island, small world. " Hiccup's heart was racing as he dangled from the falling dragon. The witch was doing something strange to his head, casting an odd restlessness over him. It was like he had eaten too many sweets. His brain was burning, and a headache was developing around his eyes. "Not talking? Shame, it's really the only thing you can do right now," The voice snickered, shooting shivers up the Vikings back. Hiccup was tempted to respond, but he wasn't entirely sure how. Tentatively the boy tried to open his mouth, but the mussels would not respond.

However all thoughts of his own problems left Hiccup's mind as Toothless lost what little control he had over their tumbling dissent and flipped upside down again. Merida screamed as her body was lifted away from Toothless's back. She had only just made it to where Hiccup had been controlling the Night Fury and was now raising off the dragon's back, her slighter wait causing her to fall above the black dragon. Her hand slipped from the saddle and Merida found herself falling above the panicking Toothless. Hiccup's body had slipped from her grasp as well in her panic, and was now slowly falling away from her.

Hiccup watched helplessly as the princess bright blue eyes darted from him to the dragon, her red hair looking like the tail of a comet as it was ripped and pulled by the wind. "Oh she's pretty," The witch giggled.

_Shut up. _Hiccup thought, anger beginning to eat at his fear.

"So that got you talking. Is she this Merida you keep thinking about?" Hiccup's face grew even paler, his heart beating in his ears.

_What, _Hiccup began, his headache growing steadily worse. _How- how are you doing that._

"Didn't your mother ever teach you never to look a witch in the eye?" The voice hissed. "Oh wait never mind, no she didn't," Laughing echoed in the boy's ears, running his blood hot. Merida's small body was falling above him, her blue eyes wide with fear. Toothless was desperately trying to right himself below him. The dragon was never more afraid than when he was falling, it was far too foreign and terrible a feeling to not have control in the air.

_Why are you doing this? And what was that thing in the nest? Dragons never get that big. _Hiccup thought, putting as much animosity into the words as he could.

"Well the Red Death is a very special kind of dragon, and I wanted to talk with you," The witch replied, her voice almost sugary.

_So you had to drop Merida, Toothless and I out of the sky to do that? _Hiccup shot back, his eyes staring above him at the falling princess. She was stretching her hand out, shaking fingers inching towards his shoulder.

"Well I certainly have your attention now don't I Haddock," The voice replied. "I find people are best to talk to with a time limit on them, otherwise who knows what you could go banging on about. So tell me, how did you meet my Night Fury? You seem to be hiding that memory very well." Hiccup was about to respond with several carefully chosen swear words, but his senses returned when Merida's fingers closed around the Vikings shoulder.

The girls blue eyes had lost the bright panic and had now hardened, locking with ice. Breathing through grit teeth the princess pulled the boy back towards her, ripping at her green skirt with her free hand as she did so. "No wonder you like her so much," The witch hissed, her voice losing its once sweet lilt to instead growl in the boy's ear. Hiccup smiled inwardly as Merida pulled his limp arms around her waist, blue eyes locked with his glassy green.

"Told you I got you." Merida whispered and then tied the boys wrist together with the ripped off piece of green skirt so Hiccup was now tied to the girl.

_She's the one you should have knocked out. _Hiccup gloated as Merida angled herself in the air, her red hair whipping around both of them.

"Apparently," The witch hissed, her soft sounding voice gone at this point.

Merida pulled her shoulders back, body amid at the dragon beneath her. Panic wound around her throat as she saw just how close to the ground they were. Lights could be made out in the village and the vague outline of people were beginning to take shape. Biting her tongue Merida stretched a hand out to the saddle below, her fingertips just brushing the leather. "Come on come on," The princess muttered, eyes watering against the pounding wind. Toothless quickly caught on to what to girl was trying to do, and with one wobbly wing beat managed to right himself in the air, moving himself closer to the redhead above him.

Smiling Merida seized the leather handle of the saddle, dragging herself and the boy back onto the tumbling dragon. "Now would be a really nice time for you to wake up Hiccup!" The princess called over the roaring wind. Berk was growing closer and closer as the girl's blue eyes darted over the stirrups attached to the side of Toothless. "How does this thing work?"

Hiccup was once again watching the girl, trying desperately to get any of his muscles to respond to him. _Stop! _The Viking thought, anger boiling to the surface as once again he was powerless to do anything._ Stop whatever you're doing! She needs my help!_

"Oh that's where you found him," The witch hissed, her voice returning to its original sweet lilt.

_What?_

"My Night Fury, you shot him down, how Viking of you."

_Merida! You need to adjust the lever, put it out of manual! Merida!_

"But that makes no sense, how did you-" Hiccup's head suddenly burned with five points of sharp pain, like someone was digging their fingernails into his skull. "How did you train him? You shouldn't be capable of breaking that connection!" Hiccup caught sight of how close the ground was. A cliff face was rocketing towards them, its stony surface mere meters away.

_Please stop! I need to help Merida and Toothless! Please I can- _There was a mechanical clicking noise, and suddenly the view of the oncoming earth was swallowed by the sky. Hiccup's sweaty copper hair was blown out of his eyes as the black dragon wings beat the air. The familiar wonderful feeling of pounding witlessness then sudden gravity was back in motion, all while Merida's heart beat sounded in the Vikings ear.

"See Hiccup," Merida said shakily, though a smile was pulling at her pale cheeks.

"Found a way to save us, right on time," Hiccup smiled inwardly again, watching from Merida's shoulder as the euphoric Toothless rows back into the air, his tail fin responding to the Night Fury's movements.

_Merida I love you. _Hiccup thought as Merida began directing Toothless away from the village and towards the cover of the forest.

"I wouldn't go throwing words like that around," The witches voice was back, sinking Hiccup's hart. "Something truly tragic always follows words like love."

_What do you want? _Hiccup snapped, restlessly tugging and squirming in the motionless hold the woman had him under.

"How did you train the Night Fury?" The voice hissed, her words spiked with loathing.

_Train? Toothless? I didn't I just met him he wasn't- _But Hiccup was interrupted as the witch gave a shriek of anger. Hiccup winced as the sharp pain on his head was back, this time grinding into his thoughts like corkscrews.

"Where is it where is it? Where! Where are you hiding it?"

_What are you talking about? _Hiccup panted, the pain building in his head.

"Whom did you make the deal with? Which one? Did Mars turn on me to make work with a pathetic little Viking brat."

_What? I didn't make a deal with any God I just- _But then another shriek of anger split Hiccup's sentence.

"That's impossible! You're a mere human! No one but me has the power of the dragons I am the only one! Me!" Suddenly the pain that was building in Hiccup's head broke, leaving a buzzing noise in the Vikings ears. Only the flapping of Toothless wings and Merida's hart beat was left. Hope building Hiccup tried to move again, but nothing responded.

_Um… Hello? Blue snake lady have you finished? Because I kind of want use of my arms and legs again so if you could just-_

"Merida was right about you Hiccup Haddock," The witch cut in, and Hiccup's hope died at the sound of confidence in the woman's voice. "You do pretend not to care far to much when you are afraid. She seems to think a lot about you, can't see why."

_Thank you for summing that up for me. _The Viking replied dryly, cool ice clinging to his words. _Do you still have something to say? Or can I have my body back? _An evil twin of laughter rang in Hiccup's ears, the noise far worse than the shriek of anger she gave before.

"Did you think I was going to just leave? Why would I? People are always far easier to kill on the inside." Once again the colour left Hiccup's face and his heartbeat sped up, something that the witch did not fail to notice. "My is your heart racing. That's a rather annoying sound, I think we should put a stop to that."

Half a mile away, deep in the bowels of the dragon's nest a witch was smiling. She could since the boys fear as it ran like poison through his bloodstream. It was like alcohol to her senses, casting a wonderful warm tingling sensation through her body. He was pulling and scrambling to break free from her control, but the woman merely smirked as she tightened her hold, curling around the small boys consciousness like a snake around a mouse. "Sorry Hiccup Haddock," The witch hissed, her yellow eyes dilating to black, as she got ready to stop the Vikings fluttering heart. "But you're far too good to be true," Her smile grew, pointed teeth extending to drip venom. Blue-clawed hands stretched forward, to grasp around a hart flying steadily away from her.

The witch was just about to crush her talons together and end the blasted boy's life when a screech of a dragon startled her. Looking up the woman saw a flash of green and then a terrible terror was biting down on her neck. Shrieking with surprise the witch pulled her clawed hands back to instead grab at the small dragon. "What is this?" The woman screamed, throwing the tiny terror from her so its small body hit the stony floor of her razed platform. The little dragon righted herself, snarling and snapping up at the witch, small claws scraping at the rock beneath her. The witch watched this motion with astonishment and building dread. She tried to pry into the little dragons mind but was immediately thrown from the terrors consciousness. "What." She hissed, watching the green dragon in front of her. "But that's- you can't do that! I am your queen you have no power over me!" Her anger was growing as the terror defiantly shot a small puff of fire near the witch's feet. Then there was a call of a Nightmare, causing the witch to look up. A grizzled battle worn Nightmare was snarling at her, his red eyes unclouded by the terrors actions.

Fear was beginning to build in the witch's chest as slowly dragon after dragon turned towards her, their eyes livid. The woman took a step back as more serpents' heads peered out of caves, from the stalactites on the ceiling and from behind rocks along the volcano's mouth. There was a hiss of sizzling anger in the air; a hot blistering rage that had just began to boil over for the first time in three hundred years. "No," The witch muttered watching the mutiny unfold around her. "No no you cant! I am your queen you-" The witch's scream was ruptured as a Natter shrieked. A Gronckle who bellowed her own suppressed anger took up the Nadder's call. Then the terror below the witch answered, squawking and bringing the witches attention back to the small green dragon below her. "You," The woman hissed, anger feeding into her magic. Shrieking a dragon's call the woman slammed her foot down onto the rock platform below her, running a crack right up to the small terrors body. Black tar ran like blood through the stone and quickly swallowed the terror. Then with a sickening twist of the witch's hand the tar crushed the dragon, splattering crimson up the witch's front. There was a roar of anger from the creatures around her, but the witch merely fixed her eyes on the pit below her. "Red Death!" The witch screamed, smiling as a hiss of fear quenched the hot anger of the Dragons. "Weed out the unwanted." A bellowing roar echoed in the nest, and the Red Death rose from the smoky pit like a ghost. Quickly the frightened shrieks of panic dragons drowned out the Red Deaths roars.

The Witch of Berk watched the massacre with grim satisfaction. The blood of the terrible terror was slowly dripping down her front. She had lost connection with the Viking boy as soon as the blasted dragon had bitten her. His frightened eyes were now a mere memory and she knew that the spell would not work on him again without direct contact. She had seen into the boys mind and knew he was smart enough to run from Berk, but where they would stop next was lost to her.

Rummaging through what little she remembered of his thoughts the witch searched for a clue, a weakness or a variable that would guarantee her a location. She did not have to search far however until the answer appeared in a repeated word. Merida. "Scotland," The woman hissed, her lips curling into a smile. But it faltered as she remembered the rarity of dragons that lived in that green land. She had no allies there, no dragons to control. Grinding her sharpened teeth together the witch dug through her memory for something to help her, some leverage or peace of blackmail. She found it in a request to lift a curse. A man roamed the woods in Scotland more desperate than the smallest of insects, but more deadly than even the mighty Night Fury.

Breathing in deep the smell of blood the witch closed her eyes, her hands curling into fists. Through her magic she past from creature to creature, traveling through the consciousness of rabbits and bounding to the minds of birds tell she was over the ocean. Then slithering through the mind of a snake she found the consciousness of the man. In his current shape, she could take him as easily as the animals he feasted off, but she could not remain for long. Some part of him was still human after all.

Perching in his mind the witch whispered into the creature's ear. "You once came to me to lift your burden that was so cruelly cast upon you by one of my sisters. If you still hold this desire I would gladly do it," The witch smiled at the almost childish hope that rose in the haunted mind of the man. "However you are required to pay a price before, and I expect the job to have no survivors." The man seemed to recoil at this, but the beast lapped hungrily at the words, leaving the man hopeless to refuse. "A boy and girl come to Scotland, one with hair of copper the other of red. They ride upon a dragon of night and lightning. Kill them and you will be freed from your hide and claws." The man did not possess the strength to refuse and his pleading thoughts soon turned to a bear's growls. The Queen of dragons released her position in the man's mind, her wicked smile growing as the massacre of the few still defiant dragons commenced around her. Soon however the Red Death retreated back into the pit, her stomach full and the dragon's nest noticeably quieter.

Toothless glided gently towards a large spruce tree, his wings still shaky after the long free fall. Merida dully noticed the dragon circling the tree. She had her arms tightly wrapped around Hiccup, his wrists still tied around her back. She was hugging the boy to her, partly out of fear of him falling and partly out of comfort. "Wake up," The princess moaned. Her cheek was resting on his shoulder, the smell of fish and salt still clinging to his warm fur vest. "Please wake up. I need to talk to you."

Hiccup himself was slowly regaining control over his muscles and mind. Waking up from a witch's hold is a slow, stiff experience. Pins and needles shot through the Vikings arms and legs and his mind was stumbling over basic thoughts as if drunk. Gradually Hiccup began to twitch his fingers, sounds grew sharper and his nosebleed stopped.

The Viking was jostled further into reality as Toothless touched down in the spruce, the motion bending the tree into a bow. Slowly Hiccup moved his head, signalling to Merida that he was waking up. The princess moved from the drowsy Vikings shoulder to stare instead into the clear green eyes no longer glassy with witch's words. "Hiccup," Merida said softly, worry soaked into her pale cheeks. "What happened? Are you alright?" Hiccup smiled dazedly at the girl, moving forward so their foreheads kissed. He was so tired.

"Merida I love you," Hiccup whispered sleepily, repeating the words he had wished he could say earlier. His eyelids drooped shut before he could see the blush spreading like wildflowers over Merida's cheeks. And he fell asleep before he could hear her answer.


	21. Chapter 21: Windswept

Chapter 21

Windswept

A girl was standing alone in a field, casting a warm glow around her. She was on fire. Her long hair crackled and sparked up fireflies. Her skin was made of small licking flames, rolling up her slight figure and burning a golden bright colour. She had her back turned as she stared into the dark night folded like a curtain in front of her. The world around was silent, apart from the crackling of the girls skin. But suddenly a growling began. It seemed to tremble the entire world, shaking the green from the grass and the warm velvet from the dark sky. As the growling grew the world turned grey, the only light or colour coming from the girl of fire. Then something moved in the curtain of night, a mountainous motion that ripped at the darkness and shifted a horrible something hiding inside.

The girl appeared very small now; her flaming figure looking minuscule compared to the almighty something moving just out of sight. The growling grew even louder. Then erupting from the darkness came the charred shape of a dragon. It was larger than castle walls and bore jaws great enough to crack through rock. The grey scales seemed to have been burned and blackened by fire and its ghostly blue eyes looked blind and smoky. The dragon roared, cracking the earth and blowing the dead grass back. The girl of fire watched the nightmare emerge, her golden flames glowing bright even as the dragon moved forward towards her. Just as the beast was bearing down on her the girl turned her head, gazing piercingly behind her. Her eyes of flame stared for a moment, but then the dragon of burning char and smoke swept over her and the girl of fire went out.

Hiccup's eyes shot open. His heart was racing in the aftermath of the dream, the image of the girl of fire sticking to his retinas like sunspots. His head still hurt from the witches words, and he could taste dried blood on his lips. But the horrible voice was gone, and the Viking felt considerably better since the last time he was awake. Blinking away the last clinging cobwebs of the dream Hiccup sat up, realizing as he did so that he had been lying on grass.

The beginning of morning was building in the sky. A cold purple was condensing near the rim of the atmosphere and shots of gold were iced over top. The heavy cloud cover had broken slightly, revealing sleepy looking star's peeping tired eyes at the pale Viking.

Looking around Hiccup quickly noticed they were no longer in Berk. There was too much green and moss for this to be anywhere but Scotland. Hiccup was sitting in tall grass, on what looked to be the cliff side he and Merida had climbed five days ago just before they had bumped into Seamus. Hiccup smirked at the memory, wondering where the bandit party was now.

The sudden shifting beside him however caused the boy to jump, hoping the burned angry men didn't suddenly amble out of the woods. The noise however was just Merida kicking her leg in her sleep. The princess was curled up like a cat beside Hiccup, half her face lost in the wild tangle of long red hair. Toothless lay just behind her, eyes shut and fast asleep. Occasionally his ears and tail would twitch, drawing a smile to Hiccup's lips.

Stretching his arms the boy crossed his legs and turned towards his sleeping friends, waiting for them to wake up. After the dream his heart was racing too fast to fall back to sleep again. Hiccup sat waiting in the grass, occasionally checking behind him in the forest for any movement from dragons or witches. A cool wind began to blow down his neck, rippling the grass and running through Merida's red hair. The princess shivered against the chill, frowning in her sleep. Hiccup wished he had a blanket to throw over her.

Half an hour later Merida's eyelids began to flutter. Her skin felt waxy and the head cold from yesterday was back. Groaning the princess considered opening her eyes, but decided after one failed attempt that it was too much work. "Oh good, you're awake." Nerves flared and Merida shot up, pulling a bow out from behind her and raised it to her cheek, string drawn. Hiccup dropped the lilac flower he had been playing with, eyes widening as the glint of an arrow's head winked at him. "G-Good morning Merida," The Viking said shakily, going cross eyed to keep the arrow in his line of sight. Merida blinked the rust from her reddened eyes, vision focusing on a startled looking Hiccup.

"Oh!" Merida gasped, immediately lowering the weapon and dropping the bow in the long grass. "Dammit, sorry Hic." Hiccup shook off the hostile morning greeting, smiling warmly as Merida rubbed wearily at her eyes.

"Its okay, Toothless has given me worse wake up calls," Merida seemed to relax at this, glancing behind her to the drowsy dragon. The Night fury seemed to be chasing something in his dream, because his front paws were running weekly on the spot.

"Where did you get a bow anyway?" Hiccup narrowed his eyes at the weapon, noticing a familiar looking crest carved into the wooden handle.

"Ah that," Merida replied slowly, looking sheepishly at her hands. "I stole it off someone's back porch at Berk, after you fell asleep. Think they will notice?"

"You stole it?" Hiccup blinked, watching Merida twist her fingers around a long red curl of hair.

"Yeah . . . along with twelve arrows," The princess nodded her head to a dozen sharply glinting arrows bound loosely in leather. "I'm sure they won't spot them missing. Berk as a lot of weapons just lying about," Merida shrugged her shoulders and straightened up, rolling her neck as she did so. Hiccup shot a look from the stolen bow to the girl and then back again, something the princess picked up on. "I needed something Hic. You were out and there was a dragon the size of a mountain after us. I needed some sort of weapon." Hiccup nodded quickly in understanding, trying to calm Merida's nerves. There were still some parts of the princess he was getting use to. "So what happened then?" The redhead asked seriously, catching the boy's attention. "Why couldn't you move or speak? What happened to you?" Hiccup ran a hand through his hair as he thought for a moment just where to begin.

It turned out that explaining a witches kidnaping to Merida was far easier than Hiccup had expected. Merida had not asked a question throughout the entire retelling of the Queen of Dragons one on one conversation with him. She made a small "Oh" when Hiccup had described how the witch had possessed him when he had made eye contact with her, and had began grinding her teeth when the Viking had told her about the Queen's intention of killing him.

"Ugly imp faced pilfering privateer," Merida mumbled when Hiccup had finished.

"Yeah. I didn't get the best impression of her either," Hiccup said dryly, picking another lilac from the grass. Over the past few days the small flowers had spread like poison over the hillside.

"Why was she so curious about you and Toothless?" Merida asked, looking thoughtfully at the still sleeping Night Fury. "You're just a boy and one dragon, why would you matter?"

"I don't know. But she mentioned Mars. She seemed to think I had made a deal with a god to gain control over Toothless," The Viking muttered, spinning the lilac flower between his fingers. Merida looked up to see Hiccup's eyes narrowed, the green of his irises appearing darker than usual. "She's been killing Dragons. One's that don't bring in enough kill, probably ones that try running away."

"Do you think she can train dragons too? Like the way you did with Toothless?" Merida asked, watching the play of emotions that past over the pale Vikings face.

"No," Hiccup answered stiffly, remembering the way the dragons reacted in the nest. All of their pupils were dilated to slits, something that only happened to Toothless when he was very angry or afraid. "She hasn't trained them, she doesn't even seem to like them. She probably just uses the Red Death to keep them all under her. If that thing wasn't there the dragons would probably eat her." Hiccup made a face at this, seeming torn on whether to smile or not.

"That's it then," Merida gasped. Hiccup frowned, wondering what Merida appeared to be so happy about. "You just need to train the Red Death. If you do that the other dragons-"

"I can't do that," Hiccup said quickly, interrupting Merida. "Train that thing! That- that's a Queen. Its as ancient as the stones of DunBroch castle, she won't listen to me!" Merida frowned at the boy's outburst, not seeming convinced.

"Don't be so bloody humble about this Haddock," The princess snapped, shooting colour into the Vikings cheeks as she glared at him. "You trained a Night Fury! On a whim! Because you knew you could."

"No. Because I thought I could," Hiccup said heatedly, not enjoying the rising guilt he felt as Merida glared at him. "Toothless and the Red Death are nothing alike."

"How?" Merida bit back.

"Well I can reach Toothless's nose for one thing," Hiccup replied dryly, smirking at the scorching look Merida shot him.

"Hiccup," Merida began; voice sounding muffled as she grinded her teeth together. The twinge of guilt grew in the Vikings chest, but he stubbornly pushed it aside. Merida was looking ready to shout at him as a hot tinge of red grew over her cheeks. "Your being a-" But her words were interrupted by a loud cracking noise. Both Hiccup and Merida looked up quickly as the sound of breaking wood halted their fight. Something appeared to be running blindly towards them, the dim light of the forest distorting the unknown assailant to look like a mass of moving shadows. "Mordu," Merida said blankly, eyes widening with a long forgotten fear as the thing stumbled in the dark, shape still indistinct. Shaking hands searched blindly for her stolen bow, the princess's wide blue eyes still trained on the forest. "Hiccup get behind me," Merida said sharply as her fingertips brushed against cool wood. But in his normal fashion Hiccup completely ignored the order. The Viking scrambled to his feet, stepping protectively in front of the princess still crouched in the grass.

"Toothless!" The boy shouted, watching the black shape stumble again, its movements growing more erratic as it moved towards them. The Night Fury blinked his eyes open sleepily, a mixed expression of annoyance and tired curiosity passing over his scaly features. However the dragon immediately started up when the stinging smell of blood came to his attention. Shaking his head once the Night Fury turned towards the smell, his two humans huddled behind him. The apple girl was on her knees, a bow pointing towards the forest. Hiccup was standing in front of her, his empty hands curled into fists. Toothless growled deeply as the shadow finally stumbled into sight, his teeth unsheathing and a build up of green gas billowing in the back of his throat. But only a deer stumbled out of the woods. The poor animal was panting heavily, his eyes wide as he stared at the dragon. The animal appeared to be shaking, and looked like it had been spooked badly by something. There was a pause as Toothless retracted his teeth to look curiously at the furry animal, but then the deer dashed in a panic down the steep hill. More loud cracking and scraping noises followed the animal as he stumbled ungracefully away from the small party, his long spindly legs shooting out from under him as he slid down the hillside and out of sight.

Merida stared at where the deer had vanished, lowering her bow as she did so. "I'm beginning to hate this forest," Merida said bitterly. Hiccup nodded shakily, and slowly sank back down into the grass. Merida watched him, not liking how pale he was getting. "Hiccup," The princess said soothingly, putting a hand on his shoulder. The Viking was staring blankly in front of him, familiar black spots collecting at the edge of his vision. Taking a deep breath Hiccup moved a trembling hand to cover the one Merida had on his shoulder. "It wasn't her, Hiccup, it's all right." The Viking nodded weakly at her words and pressed his eyes shut for a second, steadying his breathing. He didn't have time for this now. Merida slowly sank into the grass in front of the Viking, still holding her hand reassuringly on the boys relaxing shoulder.

Toothless shot a curious glance over his shoulder at Hiccup. He moved to curl up beside the boy, however the dragon paused as the familiar linger of blood curdled in the air. Narrowing his eyes the Night Fury turned his attention back to the forest, baring his teeth again as he did so. There was still something hunched in the dark watching the Princess and Viking from the dim light.

Behind the growling dragon Hiccup blinked his green eyes open again. They crinkled into a weak smile as they met wide blue irises. "Sorry I was just . . . scared," Merida mirrored the boy's weak smile, as she visibly relaxed, the tension in her hand loosening so it was no longer biting into Hiccups shoulder. "I thought she followed us back from Berk or something."

"And your plan was to fight her?" Merida asked, raising an eyebrow. "You didn't even have a weapon," Hiccup smirked at this, a blush crossing his face.

"Nah, my plan was to push you in front of me and use you as a distraction to make my courageous escape," The Viking joked, calming the Princess nerves even further.

"Oh really? How brave of you. Where were you planning on escaping to? Over the cliff?" The redhead asked, matching the boys joking tone.

"I'm sure I would have thought of something. I mean, when have I ever made questionable decisions in the face of danger?" Merida stifled a giggle at this.

"Does last night with the bandits not count? Because I think there were a couple points where you may have bungled it up a bit." Hiccup snickered at this, running a still shaking hand through his hair. Merida's smile wilted slightly at that, but she knew not to press him any further about it. The princess let go of Hiccups shoulder and fell back into the long grass. Her eyes were stinging from lack of sleep. Rolling onto her side so she was still facing Hiccup Merida propped her head up on her hand, the other ripping absentmindedly at the grass. She was going to have to talk about what Hiccup had said just before he had passed out, but by the looks of things the Viking could not remember it. That, or he was in even more denial than she was. However, before the girl could bring it up, Hiccup spoke, and on a topic equally as troubling.

"So what are we going to do about the Red Death?" Merida bit her lip at the question and darted her eyes to the ground.

"Are you sure you can't train it?" Merida asked, still not looking up.

"Yes. I don't think it's possible. It's a Queen, and they're not overly inclined to do what others tell them." Merida smiled weakly at that, her mind wondering dully over thoughts of home. "I think the only way to free the Berk dragons . . . _is_ to kill the Queen." This finally drew Merida's eyes up to Hiccups. The green had grown cold, his joking demeanour from before lost. Hiccup looked, for the first time, older for his age.

"How are we going to do that? It's just . . . us. We're nothing like the hero's in my books, and I thought you said you couldn't even kill a dragon?" The princess asked shakily. Hiccup frowned, silently agreeing with Merida's words. Anxiety began building in his chest as he flashed back to the Queen rising like a ghost out of the mist of the Dragons Nest. How _were_ they going to kill the Red Death? In its usual annoying fashion the answer made his head buzz with apprehension. _You're going to need help. _

"We have to go back, don't we?" Hiccup said finally, soft green eyes ice locked with Merida's pale blue ones. "Back to DunBrock. Face our parents and our people. We need help." Merida's colour visibly drained at the prospect.

"But . . . no, w-we can't because-" There was a pause as the princess searched for a reasonable excuse, however it seemed that at last she had run out of them. Sitting up Merida ran a hand through her hair, but kept her staring contest with Hiccup. "You!" She finally said, her voice rising along with her panic. "They'll make you fight in the challenges! And they will want to know about how we got to Berk and- and . . ." She finally found her excuse. "They don't believe us!" Merida shouted, her cry pulling Toothless' attention from the woods to shoot startled yellow eyes at the two humans. "They don't! Not for or in _anything_ we ever say to them." Hiccup glanced nervously at Toothless as he thought the princesses words over. "You know what your dad thinks of dragons. What would he do the second he saw Toothless?" Merida continued, watching Hiccups resolve begin to chip. "What would my dad do? He's not called the Bear King because of his kind nature towards things perceived as monsters." Hiccup flinched at the word, and glanced back at Merida. Slight desperation was entering his eyes. "Not every Scot is like me Hiccup," Merida stressed, "They can't all be convinced by one moonlit flight."

"So we don't take Toothless with us," Hiccup replied, almost defensively. "He stays back and we tell Dad and your Mum what we saw, they'll-"

"How did we get to Berk?" Merida broke in. "How did we escape?"

"We lie!" Hiccup yelled, bitterness flaring in his chest. "We lie. We do it all the time anyway."

"Not this time, not here," Merida replied quickly. "Lying won't get us out of this."

"So what? We just run away?" Hiccup asked in frustration.

"We were going to run away anyway!" The princess snapped, heat rising to her face.

"That wasn't-" But Merida cut him off.

"Yes it was! You know it was. If we had never gone to Berk, never met the Witch or the Red Death, would we have _ever_ gone back home?" There was a pregnant pause as both children sat in the grass, their once pale faces bright red. Toothless had all but forgotten about the bad smell from the woods. His ears were pressed back and he had sunk like a cat into the grass, watching the humans stare at one another.

"No," Hiccup said finally, splintering the silence. "We would have never gone home." Hiccup let the silence breath again for a moment as he stared at Merida. She was shaking slightly. "Then I guess you could say the Red Death is the best thing that ever happened to us," The Viking said at last, watching Merida very carefully. "Because now we have no choice, we can't run from this any longer."

Merida's stubborn expression wilted and she looked down. She had her stolen bow cradled in her lap. What looked to be the Berk crest was carved into the woodwork, along with the sprawling design of a forest and mountains looping its way around the bow. _We can't run from it any longer. _

Sighing the redhead tossed the bow to the side. It landed with a thud next to the arrows, halfway between the cliff edge and the forest. "Alright," Merida answered, looking back up at the Viking. "We go home." Hiccup gave a small smile. "But I need to talk to you about something Hic. Before we go back." The Viking blinked in surprise but then nodded slowly. Merida's eyes darted to Toothless who was still watching them from the grass. "Alone," Hiccup seemed taken aback at this but nodded again. Standing the Viking walked over to the Dragon, scratching him behind the ears when he reached him. Merida heard Hiccup muttering something about the Night Fury finding himself some breakfast, however she was too busy thinking about what she was going to say to the boy to really hear him properly.

Dully Merida heard Toothless take off. He seemed to circle the forest as if looking for something but soon glided in the direction of a river, leaving the humans alone.

"Hiccup do you remember anything that happened after you woke up back on Berk?" Merida began, as the Viking flopped down beside her. They were sitting at the grassy edge of the cliff, facing the open forest beneath them. Merida had one leg dangling over the edge as Hiccup sat cross-legged beside her, leaning back on his hands. They were in the same spot as the last time they were here, though now they were facing dawn and not dusk.

"Uh feeling tired I guess," Hiccup answered, a slight frown creasing his brow. "Sort of like I was drunk. I remember lying on your shoulder, your hair was tickling me." The Viking smiled at the memory but when he saw Merida bite her lip he stopped. "What? Did I say something bad?" Bright blue eyes turned to stare at him, an unreadable expression clouding their colour.

"You said you loved me." If the situation had not been so awkward, Merida would have laughed at Hiccups reaction. The Viking first went pale then turned red, his mouth opening slightly and his eyes growing as wide as coins.

"I, what!?" Was the sputtered response.

"Loved me. Right before you passed out in Berk. You said it. Don't you remember?" Merida asked, slightly stung the Viking had appeared to have forgotten.

"Yeah well," Hiccup began. "A lot of stuff happened before that, I didn't know what I was saying."

"Oh." Merida did her best not to sound disappointed, but she still felt a blush warming her neck. "So you didn't. . ." She bit the inside of her cheek. Hiccup blinked at the reaction, worry and embarrassment churning painfully.

"What! No no no I uh. . ." The Viking began but his words faded as he looked at Merida. She was appearing more confused then sad now, mirroring his own expression.

"So you did mean it?" Merida asked, not knowing what else to say. A headache was beginning to build as she stared at Hiccup, trying to read him in the same way her mother could read people.

"Well I- I don't know," Hiccup stuttered, wincing as Merida narrowed her eyes.

"How do you not know? You said it," The princess asked in frustration.

"I know I know it's just. . . I've only known you for a week." The Viking darted his eyes to the lilac speckled grass, not wanting to watch Merida's reaction. The princess however only gave a drowsy sigh. Her head was throbbing now.

"I know," She said heavily as she turned to face the sunrise again. Hiccup mirrored her actions, a headache of his own beginning to prickle his temples. "Why did you have to say it?" Merida asked after a moment of silence. "Why? Now we have to talk about it."

"We don't _have_ to." Merida blinked at this and then shot Hiccup a quizzical look.

"What?" She asked, her eyebrows furrowed.

"We could just pretend I didn't say it," Hiccup began, meeting Merida's gaze. "Just until we fix things with the Witch and the Red Death. If we need a back up, until you return the bow to Berk and I'm sure we can think of something after that if we need to." Merida looked tempted for a second, but then she narrowed her eyes.

"I thought we weren't going to run from things anymore?" The girl asked. Hiccups hopeful expression clouded at that. He turned back to the sunrise, rubbing his tired eyes as he did so.

"Oh yeah," The boy mumbled, resting his chin on his hand. "Forgot. So what do we do now?"

"I don't know, this is all rather new for me," Merida mumbled back, sinking into the same position as the Viking beside her. They both sat in silence and watched the frosted sky slowly melt to a warm pink. The sun had just blinked its sleepy eyes open, casting Hiccup and Merida in warm sunlight. Birds began to sing in the forest below them signalling the beginning of another day.

Merida glanced over in the direction of the castle, knowing the inhabitants had just begun to wake up. Sighing the princess slowly got to her feet, rolling her shoulders as she did so. Hiccup watched her out of the corner of his eye when he thought she wasn't looking. The sun was haloing her body in early morning light, outlining her shape in pale yellow. "We should get back to the castle before they begin to panic about us not being there," Merida said, a knowing smile brimming her lips. "Come on." She extended her hand to him, ready to help him up.

Hiccup hesitated for a moment. This handhold felt different than before, as he only now realized how intimate the action was. Her fingernails still had dirt trapped underneath them from the time they met in the forest. Slowly, a cold calloused hand slid into a warm wind chapped one, the motion as soothing as ice to a burn. Merida pulled the gangly Viking to his feet, the movement bringing him slightly closer then the girl had expected. The pair watched each other for a moment, an excited buzz built between them. Merida smiled first, her ice blue eyes crinkling. "I'm glad it was you," She said softly, her fingers still knotted with his. Hiccup echoed her grin, as the excitement built to a pitch in his chest.

Hiccup opened his mouth to reply to Merida, but a sudden new smell stopped him. Slowly the smile fell from the Vikings lips at the stink of salt and blood curdled in the air. "What the-" Hiccup mumbled, brow furrowing. Merida smelt it too, the blush on her cheeks dying.

"Is there something dead around here?" The princess pressed her free hand to her mouth, her nose wrinkling.

"Merida," Hiccup said shakily, eyes fixed on the forest behind her. His face had chalked and his fingers were biting into the redhead's wrist. "Merida where is your bow?" Spiders ran up the princess's spine as she just realized how empty her back was.

"In the grass," The girl whispered, chills running over her arms at the sudden sensation of eyes on the back of her neck. Slowly she turned, sweaty fingers clenching Hiccups hand. The grip tightened painfully as she finally saw just what the Viking had been staring at.

* * *

><p><strong>Notes: Sorry that took so long, but this was a surprisingly difficult chapter to write because it is the first time they are being openly intimate with one another. I did the best I could with the talents I have, let me know what you think. As always thank you for reading. <strong>


End file.
